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The	Dynamics	of	Power	in	a	Philippine	Municipality	by	Mary	Racelis		
Mejedin	R.	Tena		
Polytechnic	University	of	the	Philippines,	Philippines		
	
	

This	 book,	 authored	 by	 one	 of	 the	most	 prominent	 sociologists	 in	 the	 country,	
brings	forward	important	sociological	reflections	on	the	interplay	of	power,	politics,	and	
social	dynamics	in	the	municipality	of	Hulo	in	the	Philippines.	The	chapters	are	organized	
to	present	and	discuss	a	comprehensive	analysis	of	the	structures	and	mechanisms	of	power	
within	a	rural	Philippine	society.	More	than	60	years	after	its	first	publication,	this	book	
remains	an	important	source	of	understanding	local	politics	in	the	country.	

	
In	the	introductory	chapter,	Racelis	(formerly	known	as	Hollnsteiner)	discusses	the	

importance	of	understanding	the	diverse	characteristics	of	 the	Philippines,	emphasizing	
that	the	country	cannot	be	fully	understood	without	first	examining	its	distinct	parts.		It	
was	 emphasized	 that	 a	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 these	 individual	 regions	 provides	 a	
clearer	picture	of	the	nation	as	a	whole.	The	first	chapter	sets	the	tone	for	Hulo,	portraying	
it	as	a	macrocosm	of	the	broader	Philippines	and	as	a	part	municipality	with	its	own	unique	
characteristics,	mirroring	the	rapid	transformations	experienced	by	many	municipalities	
around	Metro	Manila	during	that	period.	

	
In	the	second	chapter	of	the	book,	Racelis	describes	the	municipality’s	geographic	

and	 physical	 features.	 These	 details	 helped	 its	 readers	 to	 understand	 how	 these	
characteristics	may	influence	local	life	and	governance.		Moreover,	the	chapter	helps	the	
readers	 to	 have	 an	 initial	 picture	 of	 the	 existing	 governmental	 units	 in	Hulo.	 She	 then	
proceeded	by	discussing	a	brief	history	of	the	municipality	from	the	Spanish	colonial	period	
to	the	effects	of	Japanese	invasion	and	how	these	events	brought	Hulo	to	that	period.		

	
The	third	chapter	explores	the	intricate	political	landscape	of	Hulo,	focusing	on	the	

local	 governance	 structures,	 power	 dynamics,	 and	 political	 party	 formation	 that	 shape	
community	 interactions.	 This	 chapter	 highlights	 the	 roles	 of	 various	 political	 actors,	
including	elected	officials	and	local	elites,	and	examines	how	patron-client	relationships	
influence	 political	 loyalty.	 Additionally,	 it	 delves	 into	 the	 historical	 context	 of	 Hulo,	
illustrating	how	past	 events	have	molded	 current	 governance	practices	 and	 community	
engagement.	Through	this	analysis,	Racelis	underscores	the	significance	of	understanding	
local	 socio-political	 dynamics	 to	 grasp	 the	 broader	 implications	 for	 governance	 in	 the	
Philippines.	

	
Chapter	four	focuses	on	the	importance	of	kinship	ties	as	the	backbone	of	the	social	

structure	 of	 the	 local	 municipality.	 Kinship	 is	 vital	 in	 influencing	 decisions	 related	 to	
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leadership,	resource	allocation,	and	conflict	resolution	in	Hulo.	These	ties	often	serve	as	a	
means	 to	 secure	 access	 to	 resources	 and	 political	 influence.	However,	 while	 kinship	 is	
important	in	its	social	structure,	it	does	not	guarantee	an	alliance.	As	part	of	its	cultural	
practice,	one	must	practice	consistent	communication,	provide	services,	and	reciprocate	
the	 services	 they	 receive.	 The	 chapter	 further	 delves	 into	 the	 role	 of	 several	 Filipino	
traditions,	such	as	“utang	na	loob”	and	“hiya”	in	shaping	how	favors	and	help	are	exchanged	
between	groups.			

	
Building	 on	 the	 social	 structure	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 four,	 the	 next	 chapter	

examines	 the	 evolving	 nature	 of	 politics	 in	 Hulo	 through	 the	 electoral	 campaign.	 As	
consistent	with	the	concept	of	alliance	formation	outlined	in	chapter	four,	Hulo’s	political	
system	operates	through	a	network	of	vertical	and	horizontal	alliances.	Local	leaders	in	the	
municipality	serve	as	key	figures	in	these	interactions.	Political	interaction	is	characterized	
by	 patronage	 systems,	where	 leaders	 provide	 resources	 to	 constituents	 in	 exchange	 for	
loyalty,	 particularly	 during	 elections,	 which	 rely	 heavily	 on	 personal	 relationships	 and	
strategic	 campaigning.	 After	 elections,	 the	 patronage	 system	 intensifies	 as	 successful	
candidates	 reward	 their	 supporters,	 reinforcing	 the	 cyclical	 relationship	 between	 social	
structure	and	political	power	in	Hulo.	

	
Chapter	 six	 extends	 on	 how	 politics	 evolve	 by	 examining	 the	 motivations	 and	

dynamics	 that	drive	 individuals	 to	 join	 these	groups.	While	geographical	proximity	and	
common	goals	play	a	role,	members	are	often	more	concerned	with	aligning	themselves	
based	on	their	interests	in	shaping	social	hierarchies.	Founders	typically	recruit	allies,	while	
non-allied	 individuals,	 especially	 elite	 rivals,	 tend	 to	 form	 their	 own	 clubs	 to	 avoid	
supporting	rival	leaders.	This	association	system	is	reinforced	by	elite	women	who	instill	
political	awareness	in	their	children,	fostering	early	engagement	in	local	politics.	

	
The	next	chapter	of	the	book	shifts	its	focus	to	the	process	of	cooperation	in	a	rural	

community.	She	points	out	that	for	a	rural	area	to	have	a	successful	development	initiatives,	
it	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 the	 existing	 social	 and	 organizational	 structures	 of	 each	
community.	The	chapter	highlights	that	communities	are	not	homogeneous	and	that	their	
social	 dynamics	may	 vary	 widely.	 Thus,	 it	 is	 vital	 to	 note	 that	 programs	 in	 advancing	
community	development	must	align	with	the	social	fabric,	economic	context,	and	cultural	
preferences	of	the	people	in	an	area.		

	
The	remaining	two	chapters,	“In	Search	of	the	Power	Elite”	and	“Conclusions	and	

Implications	 for	 the	 Future,”	 focus	 on	 the	 definition	 of	 important	 concepts,	 the	
methodology	 used	 in	 this	 book,	 and	 the	 conclusion	 of	 the	 study.	 She	 began	 this	 by	
explaining	the	distinction	between	authority	and	power	and	the	role	of	power	structure	in	
the	development	of	local	communities.	The	distinction	made	by	early	sociologists	like	Max	
Weber	and	Talcott	Parsons	is	helpful	for	Racelis	to	understand	how	the	interpretations	of	
these	concepts	apply	 to	 the	case	of	Hulo.	She	 then	discusses	 the	 implications	of	power	
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structure	in	the	development	of	a	local	community	by	citing	other	studies	while	arguing	
that	Hulo	has	different	characteristics.	The	last	chapter	then	discussed	the	hypothesis	and	
assumptions,	and	the	comments	she	had	from	what	the	author	realized.		

	
Known	for	her	extensive	work	on	marginalized	groups	in	urban	communities,	the	

book	effectively	explained	the	dimensions	of	politics	and	power	by	anchoring	its	discussion	
in	 the	 specific	 context	 of	 a	 local	municipality.	 Racelis	masterfully	 examines	 the	 unique	
interplay	of	community	dynamics	and	local	governance.	By	situating	Hulo	as	a	microcosm	
of	 the	 Philippines	 but	 with	 its	 own	 specific	 characteristics,	 the	 author	 sheds	 light	 on	
political	transformation	and	governance	that	resonates	across	other	parts	of	the	country.	
Even	more	than	60	years	have	passed,	the	characteristics	of	local	politics	in	many	parts	of	
the	country	remain	almost	the	same.	While	the	case	of	Hulo	cannot	be	generalized,	it	is	
still	 important	in	understanding	how	political	dynasties	remain	dominant	in	many	local	
municipalities	in	the	country.	

	
The	book	stands	as	a	vital	contribution	to	Philippine	sociology,	particularly	in	its	

exploration	of	local	power	structures	and	community	dynamics.	Racelis’s	work	is	invaluable	
for	young	sociologists	and	readers	as	it	highlights	the	importance	of	understanding	local	
context	in	examining	broader	societal	issues.	By	presenting	the	case	of	the	municipality	of	
Hulo,	the	book	demonstrates	how	historical	events,	cultural	traditions,	and	socio-political	
structure	shape	local	governance	and	social	relationships.	This	localized	approach	equips	
budding	 sociologists	 with	 a	 nuanced	 perspective	 on	 the	 complexities	 of	 society,	
encouraging	them	to	 look	beyond	surface-level	analyses	and	explore	the	interconnected	
layers	of	culture,	politics,	and	history,	fostering	critical	thinking	and	a	culturally	sensitive	
approach	 to	 analyzing	 social	 phenomena.	 Reading	 this	 book	 would	 enable	 young	 and	
aspiring	 sociologists	 develop	 a	 critical	 thinking	when	 studying	 topics	 related	 to	 power,	
community	development,	and	empowerment	of	the	urban	poor	communities.		
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