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Informality, a pivotal urban studies notion traversing the Global 
South, has become a central focus in understanding housing markets, 
labor relations, political agency, and power dynamics in urban 
environments. Two research trends within informality are explored 
here: one highlighting the agency of subordinate groups as 
encroachers, and the other emphasizing the State’s governmentality, 
investigating how legal enactments contribute to informality. This 
paper delves into the concept of informality using the Philippine 
government’s modernization program of public transportation== 
specifically the iconic jeepney—and the resultant opposition 
movement as a case study. The modernization program transforms 
subordinate groups into “beneficiaries”, challenging their political 
agency, while the governmentality perspective risks overlooking 
agency and autonomy.  

Jeepneys, historically an informal mode of transportation 
encroaching on the State, face formalization in the recent 
modernization efforts, akin to gentrification against slum 
communities. The “Tunay na Modernisasyon” [‘Real Modernization’] 
slogan from the March 2023 jeepney strike, post-pandemic, and the 
extensive social media support it garnered is analysed as rooted in the 
autonomy of informality. This movement critiques the State’s uniform 
modernization, and envisions an alternative urbanism. 
Keywords: Informality, governmentality, encroachment, modernity, 
jeepney, Manila 
 
 

Introduction: Informality as a traveling concept 

After the collapse of the colonial infrastructure, the jeepney became the most 
popular transportation in Manila. However, a government modernization 
program that began in 2017 aims to eventually phase out jeepney operations. 
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This paper aims to examine the concept of “informality” through the case 
study of jeepney transportation in Metro Manila. It also discusses the 
potential for reshaping society through this concept.  

The concept of “formality” relies on institutional legitimacy and the 
uniformity of standards. In contrast, informality is positioned as a 
constitutive status outside to this formality. The prefix ‘in-’ of informal 
signifies negation and excludes entities that do not conform to the formal 
form. Postcolonial nation-states gaining independence in the mid-20th 
century harbored various forms of economic activities, labor relations, and 
residential patterns within their society. The process through which these 
nation-states introduced modern social institutions as part of nation-building 
labeled certain diverse social forms as “informal” as part of creating 
legitimacy for governance and development.  

While informal entities and social forms can be found in cities across the 
Global South, the concept of ‘informality’ has a clear origin in the work of 
economic anthropologist Keith Hart. Rather than discussing the plight or 
deficiency of the unskilled proletariat in Accra (Ghana) through Western 
economic theories, Hart (1973) generated a discourse on the autonomous 
capacity of the urban poor to secure income through their informal economic 
activities.  

Initially conceived in West Africa by Hart, this concept of informality has 
traveled to diverse Global South urban landscapes— from the housing of 
Latin American favelas and critiques of urban planning in South Asia to 
policy analyses in post-apartheid South Africa and various other contexts. 
Hart’s concept of informality helped to shed light on the profound challenges 
faced in these urban settings and revealed the gravity of the situation where 
Western economic theories and social integration policies were steadfastly 
implemented.  

Despite the ambiguous meanings of informality, the concept cannot be 
dismissed as outdated; and this paper aims to revitalize its critical and 
creative potential and foster a productive dialogue with previous studies. 
More specifically, I provide a case study of the jeepney in Metro Manila, 
which embodies two trajectories of informality, each rooted in conflicting 
perspectives and distinct epistemologies. One emphasizes autonomy and 
political agency, while the other examines the exercise of the State’s power 
through governmentality. These epistemological differences are evident in 
urban studies on Metro Manila and prevalent in the transportation 
infrastructure discussed here.  
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The study is grounded in comprehensive research data collected over 

multiple periods. Primary data includes materials gathered from January to 
March 2017 and from August 2017 to February 2018, comprising newspaper 
and magazine articles pertinent to jeepneys and urban transportation. These 
materials were sourced from the Ateneo de Manila University’s Library, the 
University of the Philippines Diliman’s Library, and the Lopez Museum and 
Library. Additionally, data from interviews with representatives from key 
federations in the jeepney sector conducted between August and December 
2018 are incorporated. Ethnographic participant observation was carried out 
at the jeepney association in Taguig City from January 2019 to March 2020, 
with narratives from jeepney operators, drivers, and informal engineers 
drawn from this period. Further research trips to Manila, undertaken in 
August 2022, January-February 2023, September 2023, and March 2024, 
included interviews with organizations such as Manibela and MoveAsOne. 
 
Historical trajectories of informality 

Among diverse developments in the concept of informality, this paper 
focuses on two trajectories. The first draws inspiration from scholarship, 
including political scientist James C. Scott’s well-known theory of everyday 
resistance and moral economy, emphasizing subordinate groups’ political 
agency and autonomy. The other focuses on the governmentality aspect of 
informality, as proposed by geographer Ananya Roy, and emphasizes the 
legal enclosure and exclusion that the State exercises over subordinate 
groups. Both of these trends have influenced the development of research in 
informality and the field of urban studies in Metro Manila.  

Informality as encroachment. James C. Scott regards the term “informal” as 
a symbol of resistance against the state-led attempts to modernize and control 
social and economic aspects through initiatives such as urban planning. 
Although his primary empirical focus has been on rural peasants, his 
theoretical interest in “the degree of relative freedom from state control 
enjoyed by non-state social units such as the household, the kinship group, 
the village or settlement as distinct from the individual freedom of the 
citizen” (Scott 1998:37) is notable. An inherent collective autonomy within 
subordinate groups is recognized. This appreciation has made a significant 
impact on the understanding of urbanism in the Global South. 

Scott’s influence is evident in Wataru Kusaka’s work (2017) on street 
vendors’ resistance to state regulation in Metro Manila in the name of 
modernization. Kusaka focuses on Bayani Fernando, the appointed 
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Chairperson of the Metropolitan Manila Development Authority in 2002 to 
2009. As a former mayor of Marikina City, Fernando’s slogan was ‘Fix our 
Community’ (“Ayusin natin ang Kominidad”). He implemented evictions of 
slum communities and street vendors. The evictions aimed to transform 
Manila into a place with attractive urban areas in line with global standards. 
Kusaka argues that the street vendors practiced everyday resistance to state 
oppression by bribing lower-level officials. As they encroach upon the 
State—similar to Asef Bayat’s notion of “quiet encroachment” (2000:158)—
informality here is not just about violating laws but also expressing street 
vendors’ agency. Scott’s and Bayat’s concept of informality is directed 
towards a political agency rooted in the autonomy inherent in subordinate 
groups, which has developed as an essential epistemology for discussing 
resistance to state domination. The distinctive feature of Kusaka’s argument 
is his in-depth exploration of the political consciousness of the poor and his 
assumption that informality is not merely a lack of formality, a negative form 
or inferiority, but an autonomous cultural mode, or in his words, “the 
existence of a shared morality”. 

Both Scott and Kusaka focus on morality because subordinate groups 
provide the crucial basis for collective solidarity and autonomy that enables 
survival under domination. The agency of such subordinate groups can also 
be found in their living spaces and the formation of the infrastructure for 
their survival. Economist Nakanishi Toru, author of “The Economy of 
Slums” (1991), discusses the deepening of kinship in slums as a ‘hidden’ 
community formation that provides a safety net for the urban poor 
(Nakanishi 2006). Sociologist Erhard Berner also describes informal 
urbanism as distinct from formal urban planning, as mutual aid among rural 
migrants fosters localities and transforms slums into communities (Berner 
1997). Kusaka’s morality, Nakanishi’s safety net, and Berner’s localities are 
conceptualizations that uncover the agencies found in subordinate groups 
external to the formal sphere, indicating an autonomous domain that 
sometimes encroaches on the State. 

Discussions of informality across multiple domains, such as political 
struggle, community building, and everyday mutual aid, focus on the agency 
that creates autonomy. Moreover, for public services such as transportation, 
which this paper focuses on, subordinate groups have created them by 
continuing to encroach on the State’s territory. Encroachment is a force that 
may generate resistance, sometimes as a long-term sense of community, and 
sometimes as an indispensable everyday lifeline. 
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Informality as governmentality. A current trend in informality studies, 
represented by Ananya Roy, is directly criticizing the work of Scott and 
others. The reason is that contemporary urban subordinate groups are no 
longer autonomous encroachers but rather recipients or beneficiaries of the 
State. She is concerned with the influence of power, in which the State 
creates informality by enacting laws and governing. The critical point is the 
change in recognition of power, the move from domination to governance: 
from Roy’s perspective, autonomy or agency in Scott is simply a misreading 
of the situation that the State generates. This recognition is decisively 
different from the studies found in encroachment. 

Roy’s concept of informality is directed towards clarifying power through 
recognition, norms, laws, and such matrices that define or construct inclusion 
and exclusion in the city (Roy 2011:231). Informality here refers to the 
territory created by deliberately deregulating, rather than the absence of the 
State. Returning to Scott, the autonomy of subordinate groups derives from 
creating external domains to the State. However, Roy’s concept of 
informality is rearticulated as the result or the effect of the State and 
government’s intentional disregard for its regulation. Everything - space and 
people - is always already in the control of the State and government, and it 
is only a matter of how tightly or loosely it is gripped by power. This 
recognition shifts the character of the agency of subordinate groups from 
resistance to negotiation. Here is why Roy rearticulates subordinate groups as 
“‘beneficiaries.”  

What direction have urban studies in Metro Manila taken following the 
shift from domination to governmentality in the concept of informality? 

The Philippine administration decentralized state power after the 1986 
EDSA Revolution toppled the Marcos dictatorship. This transition included 
cooperation with NGOs and a shift in the legal status of squatters from 
criminal to ‘informal’ settlements. In short, the State was transformed from a 
ruler to a government that managed and governed its people. Anthropologist 
Seki Koki uses Foucault’s concept of governmentality to explore these social 
changes in the Philippines (Seki 2020, 2022). His recent work on the 
conditional cash transfer program initiated under the Aquino administration 
shows how these new “conditions” affected the social life of people. Like 
James Ferguson’s (2015) case study of southern Africa, Seki sees slum 
residents as beneficiaries of social welfare distributions. Roy’s informality 
concept strongly influenced the work of geographer Maria Khristine Alvarez 
(2019) as well. She traces how the process of informalization of slum areas 
as disaster risk reduction and management entered the urban planning 
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discourse in the wake of Typhoon Ondoy in 2009. The dumping of rubbish 
by slum residents was pinpointed as a cause of floods. Discursively viewed 
as uncivil human management in urban planning terms, the State  treated 
slum areas built along rivers as exceptions by naming them danger zones. In 
this way, the mass eviction of slum residents becomes a benevolent eviction 
by a kind-hearted government that seeks to protect the population from the 
threat of flood disaster. With the disaster management project, the status of 
the residents shifts from encroachers to beneficiaries. In these studies, the 
agency of subordinate groups no longer means collective autonomy but 
instead changes to refer to negotiation and mediation with government 
power. 

 
Cul-de-sac of informalities and beyond. As shown, trajectories of the two 
concepts of informality discussed above can also be found in urban studies of 
Metro Manila. However, what problems do these differences create, and 
what limitations do these two concepts of informality face? 

Sociologist Chester Arcilla’s study of San Roque in Quezon City 
exemplifies a significant tension between the two concepts of informality 
(Arcilla 2020). San Roque, having been designated as the Quezon City 
Central Business District, faces redevelopment led by the Ayala Corporation. 
The concept of informality, understood as “encroachment”, recognizes the 
residents’ autonomy and resistance against the redevelopment project. It is 
precisely a form of resistance to domination that threatens autonomy. At the 
same time, the residents, as “beneficiaries,” also negotiate with the 
government and actively seek better resettlement options. The case illustrates 
the ambivalent and divisive agency of the subordinate groups. The problems 
and limitations of each informality concept are manifested in this divisive 
situation. 

First, collective identity in a subordinate group is assumed when 
recognizing their autonomy as an encroacher. This identity is drawn from 
social hierarchies, and from specific habitations such as slums. The 
collectivity is assumed to stand as a reaction and resistance to the increasing 
pressure of domination and policy intervention in their way of life. However, 
in this case, the situation surrounding the eviction itself manifests division 
among the residents. The pursuit of autonomy through resistance only serves 
to strengthen this division. In this context, the redevelopment project 
necessitates residents to pursue divergent agendas, leading some to become 
encroachers while others become beneficiaries. Furthermore, Scott’s 
conceptualization of agency conspicuously disregards the potential for 
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transformative societal change. The agency demonstrated by encroachers 
tends to espouse conservatism, given the narrow focus on survival politics, 
which inherently lacks the requisite breadth to catalyze meaningful shifts in 
prevailing social conditions. 

What, on the other hand, is the problem with the concept of informality as 
governmentality? Essentially, it devalues the paths of resistance by 
subordinate groups and does not find autonomous agency in such groups. 
Roy’s concept of informality proves particularly adept at analyzing the power 
dynamics that construct subordinate groups. In this case, it will become clear 
how the residents of San Roque accept resettlement from the government and 
the corporation and how power intervenes in the residents’ choices to make 
them accept. However, if the aim is to illustrate power, then the subordinate 
groups become nothing more than a scale to measure the influence of power. 

To summarise the problems and limitations of the two concepts of 
informality: for the former, the politics of survival of the encroacher alone 
cannot find the agency to change society; for the latter, it theoretically 
dismisses subordinate groups’ quest for autonomy while revealing the power 
of the State and its actions. How should we deal with this cul-de-sac situation 
of the concept of informality? One option is to discard this concept.  
However, I employ informality in the case of the jeepney because I believe 
that the concept still holds potential for diverse applications. 

Interestingly, in her more recent works, Roy has distanced herself from 
the theoretical trap noted earlier, addressing more actual movements, 
resistance, and autonomous collectivity (Roy 2017, 2018). In following the 
Anti-Eviction campaign in Chicago, she found that ownership and rights are 
constructed through racism and saw how social movements intervene in the 
matrix of racism. To intervene in white supremacy, the autonomous and 
cultural collectivity of the black poor and migrants, who are considered a 
subordinate group, is repositioned as essential to sustain the movement and 
attack the racial matrix. Here is why the two informality theories are both 
critical: Roy not only reveals power effects but also turns towards a more 
practical theory building by assuming a collective autonomy based on 
experiences of discrimination and exploitation.  

The direction Roy now takes resonates with the accumulated cultural 
anthropological research1 on impoverished communities in Metro Manila. 
                                                
1 Historically, anthropology in the Philippines had focused on studying the cultures 
of indigenous peoples residing in the highlands, while sociology had concentrated 
on the domains of the lowland masses already integrated into the State (Tatel 
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Although this paper cannot explore the topic in depth, examining the 
commonalities and differences between the concepts of culture and 
informality in the Philippine context could further invigorate the theoretical 
discussion between urban studies and cultural anthropology. For example, 
studies by Mary Racelis and Anna Marie A. Karaos on Zone One Tondo 
Organization reveal that community formation empowered informal residents 
to oppose and negotiate with government programs (Hollnsteiner 1976, 
Karaos 1993). While acknowledging the challenges in building a unified 
identity within the squatter movement, they also emphasized its potential as a 
significant and influential social force in democratization. In a more recent 
study, Noreen H. Sapalo (2021) also discusses the epistemology and agency 
of the poor, characterized by creativity and autonomy. From her in-depth 
research on relocatees from urban areas, she finds that when the poor speak 
about “Home”, it differs from the middle-class notion. Home is a notion that 
continues to be actually created through the practice of homemaking in 
precarious situations, an activity that is not confined to the individual 
household but always engenders a safe community with its neighbors and is 
fundamental to their claims of rights.  

Cultural anthropologists have sought to draw out the legitimacy of these 
groups from their efforts to form communities and their unique 
epistemologies, while also engaging in the struggle for recognition and 
access to the State. While these anthropologists do not necessarily follow the 
same evaluation of power as seen in concepts like domination or 
governmentality, they emphasize how such groups have continuously 
mobilized—through both cultural practices and movements—to legitimize 
their way of life within their own communities, ultimately seeking to alter the 
exclusionary legal frameworks.  

This paper agrees with this direction. The awareness of the traffic 
between critical theory and practice causes a renewal of the concept of 
informality about real problems and experiences, while being aware of the 
limitations of each concept of informality. In the second part of the paper, the 
politics of the jeepney, a public transportation infrastructure that is informal 
in two senses, is used as a case study to discuss the possibility of intervening 
in the matrix that forms a society that the State and capital dominate, and 
reshaping society while learning from its informal forms. 

 
 
                                                                                                               
2014:119). However, since the 1960s, anthropologists have conducted research on 
urban slum communities.  
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Informality of/against jeepney: making infrastructure by encroachment 

In this section, I will first examine how the Manila transportation 
infrastructure took shape through the encroachment of jeepneys. 
Subsequently, I will discuss the government’s Public Utility Vehicle (PUV) 
modernization program initiated in 2017. While ostensibly seeking to 
upgrade the transportation infrastructure by replacing traditional jeepneys 
with modern units, it nevertheless fosters conditions conducive to capital 
accumulation by dispossession. 

To comprehend why jeepneys became a dominant transportation form, we 
need to recount briefly the historical process engendered between jeepneys 
and Manila’s infrastructure. This discussion involves two key points: the loss 
of colonial infrastructure and the emergence of jeepneys during the post-war 
period. Jeepneys significantly expanded their route networks, increasingly 
encroaching on the State’s domain in the process. 

Historian Michael Pante’s research on the colonial city of Manila has 
revealed that since the early 20th century, the American colonial government 
endeavored to organize the urban landscape through a comprehensive and 
modern infrastructure (Pante 2016). However, a significant portion of this 
colonial infrastructure was lost during the Japanese occupation (Doeppers 
2016). Amid the post-war turmoil, with formal institutions withdrawing one 
after another, and the destruction of transport infrastructure (including 
railroads, workhorses for pulling calesas, and the electric tram system or 
tranvia], the jeepney emerged to assume the key role in providing urban 
transportation services. This process was not only a result of granting rights 
through franchises but also a consequence of active encroachment from the 
jeepney sectors.  

Amidst overwhelming shortages of goods and services in the immediate 
post-war period, small-scale operators modified private cars and trucks, and 
entered the transportation service sector. These operators often utilized 
unregistered vehicles and imposed exorbitant fares, raising concerns about 
dishonest practices and prompting calls for government regulation. In 1945, 
the government Public Services Commission advertised in newspapers 
urging potential operators of transportation services to apply for operating 
franchise.2 As individual entrepreneurs entered the endeavor to reconstruct 

                                                
2The franchise in the Philippines was established by the Public Services Act 
(Commonwealth Act No. 146), enacted by the Philippine Commonwealth 
Government in 1936. This act recognized the provision of public services by 
private entities. 
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the transportation infrastructure, the Public Services Commission endeavored 
to tackle supply and control issues within the sector. The Commission 
attempted to resolve these challenges by registering operators’ vehicles and 
issuing franchises to ensure regulated operation. 

The catalyst for the entry of small-scale operators into the transportation 
sector was the availability of surplus jeeps being disposed of by the U.S. 
military. Due to the destruction of colonial transportation infrastructure in 
Manila during Japanese occupation and warfare, individuals were induced to 
invest with their funds to take advantage of these opportunities. Surplus jeeps 
became popular because they were plentiful and had readily available spare 
parts, making them simple to repair and modify. 

During this same period, the arrival of immigrants from devastated rural 
areas significantly increased the population of the Manila metropolitan area 
from 1.6 million in 1948 to 2.5 million in 1960. Manila’s rapid expansion 
necessitated the development of transportation systems linking the city center 
with its peripheral areas. 

The strict regulation of jeepneys commenced in earnest under the 
leadership of Mayor Arsenio Lacson (1952-62). Upon reelection in January 
1956, Lacson collaborated with the city police to launch “Operation 
Reckless.” The background to this enforcement lay in new operational 
methods adopted by the jeepney sector in the early 1950s, and notably the 
transition to “the boundary system.” The boundary system involved drivers 
leasing units from operators, signifying a vehicle lease relationship. Under 
this arrangement, drivers paid the operator a fixed usage fee (boundary fee) 
retaining the rest of earnings as income. This shift allowed drivers to 
minimize gasoline consumption, pick up passengers at street corners to 
maximize income, and even overtake other jeepneys during travel to pick up 
passengers on the road. With the transition to the boundary system, drivers 
committed traffic violations to maximize their income. Competition among 
jeepney drivers for passengers and their operational methods disrupted traffic 
order, leading to congestion and, at times, serious accidents.  

Police officers and traffic enforcers were tasked with enforcing laws 
against such traffic violations. However, despite these measures, the State 
gradually began to be encroached on by jeepney drivers. For instance, a 
magazine article narrated the following episode: 

A sampaguita vender along my route hands me three strings of 
sampaguitas every day…I pay him 0.50 peso for the flowers. 
Twenty centavos go to the policeman on the beat…So long as I 
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shell out the ‘sampaguita money,’ I'm all right. I make more 
money if I can commit traffic violations without being arrested. 
(Tena 1962).  

In short, jeepney drivers could encroach into the state-controlled traffic order 
despite violating traffic laws and informally reshape the system to suit their 
ends.   

The process by which jeepneys have become firmly embedded into Metro 
Manila’s transportation infrastructure can be understood from the perspective 
of quiet encroachment. However, the context of the informality of jeepneys 
as autonomous and collective entities also needs to be examined from the 
perspective of governmentality in the modernization project initiated in 2017.  

 
The 2017 Public Utility Vehicle Modernization Program 

Let us briefly examine the details of the Public Utility Vehicle Modernization 
Program announced by the Department of Transportation (DOTr) on June 19, 
2017 (Rappler 2017a). The program aims to address traffic congestion and 
air pollution in Metro Manila by phasing out jeepneys over 15 years old by 
June 2020. Key components include route rationalization, Euro-IV engine 
standards for new vehicles, and mandatory driver training. Small-scale 
operators faced the loss of individual franchises due to route consolidation 
and, if they agreed to consolidate, they had to take on huge debts due to the 
high cost of the vehicles (initially estimated at 1.4-1.6 million pesos per unit). 
Eligible operators could secure loans at 6% interest, but based on a 7-year 
payment period, the actual per-vehicle cost will reach 2.1 million pesos. 
Implementing the modernization program through the Memorandum 
Circulars of DOTr led to repositioning the new vehicle models as “modern” 
‘jeepneys’ in contrast to the existing jeepneys, cast as “traditional”.  

Following Ananya Roy’s insights, the State intervenes in urban planning 
by establishing legal jurisdictions and categorizations, effectively relocating 
specific subjects to the periphery of the law or into new exceptional 
categories. This maneuver has significant efficacy due to the collectivity and 
autonomy of the jeepney sectors. During the jeepney sectors’ opposition 
movement, as expressed through strikes in 2017, the State sought to enhance 
the legitimacy of its program and further solidify informalization by 
condemning the sectors. Then President Duterte stated, ‘You’re poor? Son of 
a bitch, suffer hardship and hunger, I don’t care. It is (public transportation) 
the majority of the Filipino people. Don’t endanger the public.’ In a similar 
vein, Transportation Secretary Mark de Leon criticized the jeepney sectors, 
stating: “It’s not rational to use the streets…They sometimes compete 
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because they think that public transportation is a form of livelihood. It’s 
wrong to perceive public transportation as a livelihood.” (Rappler 2017b, 
Philippine Star 2018. 

This discourse takes aim at silencing the jeepney sectors’ narrative of 
legitimacy. The informalization and exclusion of jeepneys through this 
program replaces the present jeepneys as a constitutive outside for the 
modern jeepneys. After all, “not the jeepney of today” is nothing more than 
the State’s representation of modernity. 

 
Disenfranchised jeepney for capital accumulation 

Viewing the modernization program as merely infrastructure privatization 
and rationalization overlooks another significant impact. Unlike successful 
cases like Meralco, Manila Water, and Maynilad Water Services, the 
transportation franchise holders initially were individuals granted by the 
State during post-war for stability. By contrast, the current modernization 
program justifies the dispossession of the jeepneys, albeit with a superficial 
focus on routes and vehicle features. 

Franchise-related issues are central to opposition in the jeepney sector. 
Considering franchises solely as state-granted rights does not capture the 
steadfastness of the opposition. Informal engineers say that “Franchises are 
like land” for operators. Operators and drivers historically obtained 
franchises3 by encroaching on the State through route associations and 
political federations. The discourse of legitimacy stems from recognizing 
franchises as rights, and the historical significance of the jeepney sectors, as 
akin to cultivating land. The jeepney sectors’ robust opposition to the newly 
delineated categories by the program is because it uproots the autonomy they 
have developed, and the issues surrounding franchising are a pointed 
illustration of this problem. 

What does the dispossession of the franchises make possible? It enables 
the primitive accumulation of transportation services and infrastructure 

                                                
3 The opposition to losing individual franchises in the jeepney sector is linked to 
the resistance against consolidation into transport cooperatives demanded by the 
modernization project. A driver in Taguig City said, “I prefer being an individual 
(in the existing form of jeepneys). Why? Because I can decide things for myself. 
It would be like having a noose around my neck if it becomes cooperative. They 
would decide where you go and what's next for you.” In addition to 
dissatisfaction with operational changes, they feared the loss of autonomy due to 
the substantial debt associated with purchasing new units. 
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throughout the Philippines. “Franchises are like land” is an apt expression. 
As in the notion of ‘primitive accumulation’ discussed by Rosa Luxemburg, 
legal disenfranchisement transforms the territory into an unowned object, 
allowing for a productive movement of capital. David Harvey (2003) 
expanded Luxemburg’s argument into an urban theory. He viewed places and 
groups not subject to the uniform codes of the State as areas ensuring the 
future expansion of capital and facilitating the progression of accumulation 
by dispossession. There is a profound link between Harvey’s notion of 
accumulation by dispossession and Roy’s analysis of informality: while 
Harvey suggests that capital depends on external domains, Roy emphasizes 
the State’s role in generating such externalities and peripheral zones, thus 
underscoring a strong connection between politics and economics. The 
informality generated by the State provides fertile ground for the growth of 
capital, evident in the identification of particular entities and regions 
excluded from legal oversight. Essentially, disenfranchisement forms the 
foundation for dispossession. 

These arguments of disenfranchisement and dispossession are not simply 
a research concern. For many car manufacturers, the jeepney sector is very 
attractive, as there are few players with which to compete. This point has 
been mentioned many times in opposition campaigns by jeepney sectors. In 
addition, figures active in the global market, such as Manuel Velez 
Pangilinan, are also interested in the jeepney sector. Pangilinan owns PLDT 
[the Philippine Long Distance Telephone company], parent company of 
telecommunications businesses such as Smart Communications and Talk 'N 
Text, Metro Pacific Tollways Corporation, which operates the North Luzon 
Expressway, and successful energy and infrastructure businesses such as 
Meralco. Pangilinan is said to be considering investing more than 1.5 billion 
pesos in MPT Mobility Corp, founded by former Grab and Ventures CEO. 
This company is funding the expansion of its Euro-IV compliant fleet, the 
acquisition of new state-of-the-art electric jeepneys, and the enlargement of 
its route network as part of its broader mission to transform the Philippines’ 
jeepney transportation ecosystem (Manila Bulletin 2022). Such bold frontiers 
envisioned by Pangilinan and MPT Mobility Corp can be realized through 
the modernization program, which involves the disenfranchised rights of 
jeepney operators and drivers. 

 
Alternative modernity against the State’s modernity 

As depicted thus far, the jeepney sectors’ future looks rather bleak. However, 
autonomy and collectivity are essential elements in politics and social 
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movements. In opposition to the modernization program, jeepney sectors and 
commuters attempt to offer different possibilities to the concept of modernity 
monopolized by the State. 

Since 2017, I have been closely engaged with the opposition movement 
within the jeepney sectors. My involvement includes attending meetings4, 
and observing the participation of various politically active associations in 
Taguig City. This paper now turns to the jeepney strikes called in September 
2019 and March 2023, to discuss how the latter strike opened up possibilities 
for empathy and collaboration beyond the confines of the jeepney sector. 

Implementing the PUV modernization program (which started in 2017), 
has provoked mixed reactions within the jeepney sector. The jeepney sector 
includes associations among jeepney operators and drivers who share the 
same route; and associations often join an umbrella organization called a 
federation. Within the jeepney sector, these associations and federations have 
historically emerged to facilitate negotiations with the government. 
Encroachment has played a crucial role in these discussions, particularly in 
the acquisition of franchises.  

The jeepney sector is not monolithic; some federations have supported the 
modernization program. Some federations (similar to the case described by 
Arcilla [2020]), have negotiated with the government and are seeking to 
benefit from the modernization program. However, interestingly, federations 
like Piston and Manibela, which have engaged in organized protest and 
strikes against the government, also receive support from the associations 
within their federations that advocate for modernization. As Georg San 
Mateo, the former president of Piston, explained in an email correspondence:  

“In strict labor and protest terminology, labor strike (welga) is a 
combination of protest actions and work stoppage by the 
workers. On the other hand, tigil pasada means ‘work stoppage’ 
only. When Piston holds a transport strike, it means welga.”  

It’s important to acknowledge that a transport strike embodies two forms 
of resistance: protest action and work stoppage. Essentially, political 
engagement within the jeepney sectors have dual facets; the visible aspect 
                                                
4 Notably those convened by Piston (Pagkakaisa ng mga Samahan ng Tsuper 
at Opereytor Nationwide [Solidarity of Drivers and Operators’ Organisations 
Nationwide]), a jeepney federation organized in 1981 and positioned on the left 
of the political spectrum in the Philippines. Manibela (‘steering wheel’), 
represented by Mar Valbuena, on the other hand, is a federation. Both have 
developed strong opposition to the PUV modernization program. 
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entails collective and representative forms, while the invisible aspect lays the 
groundwork for the former. While attention on jeepneys often focuses on the 
protest dimension, participation in the movement is inclusive and supported 
by the drivers and operators of the tigil pasada. 

This multilayered character of political participation was observed in the 
strike I participated in. On September 29, 2019, the eve of the strike, Taguig 
City route association members were busy. During an association meeting 
four days prior, discussions focused on what lunch to provide during the 
strike. Conversations included remarks such as ‘Jollibee is not good. No 
matter how much money you have, it is not enough. It will not fill your 
stomach,’ and ‘My brother raises pigs in Tanay. We can buy a pig for 8,000 
pesos.’ They dedicated considerable time passionately deliberating on the 
menus of the lunch. In the end, they opted for the latter and boarded jeepneys 
heading for the destination. Throughout the journey, the members were 
engaged in lively discussions. At the pig farm, they took the time to socialize 
and drink with the neighbors before returning to Taguig just before nightfall. 
Members continued cooking throughout the night in a garage using discarded 
materials as fuel in a large pot for cooking rice and other items. 

I pay attention to the backstage of such strikes to show how tigil pasada is 
manifested to support the movement without actively participating in the 
protest. The effectiveness of jeepney strikes stems from their intervention in 
policies and laws through protest and amplifying their voices through the 
mass media. With such interventions and strategies, entities constituted as 
outsiders could participate in government deliberations and decisions. The 
politics of appearance is made possible by the autonomy and political 
collectivity as encroacher that jeepney sector actors have developed. There 
are many invisible supporters of jeepney sector protests. During the strike 
protest in Taguig, drivers and operators from other federation members and 
people from the tricycle sector also stopped there and had lunch together. 
These people are involved in politics through the tigil pasada (work 
stoppage) and participate in the political process without being involved in 
overt protests. 

The 2019 strike mentioned above was an example of how opposition 
movements by the jeepney sector can be enabled by support across the 
division between federations. Despite this, public opinion towards the 
struggle of the jeepney sector was very limited in support. In particular, Hya 
Bendaña5 of MoveAsOne (transport coalition) pointed to the long-standing 

                                                
5 Interview conducted on March 11, 2024. 
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antagonism between the jeepney sector and commuters. Criticisms of the 
jeepney sector have been constant, as jeepneys going on strike with work 
stoppage translates to an inconvenience to commuters. The jeepney sector’s 
efforts to maintain their autonomy by opposing the modernization program 
are seen as attempts to protect the livelihoods of drivers and operators. 
However, the urban public perceives this opposition as a cause of ongoing 
traffic congestion and a major contributor to their daily difficulties of 
commute. Consequently, the resistance, which is viewed as an assertion of 
autonomy, results in disapproval from the broader urban public. 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Lunch time during strike protest on  

September 30, 2019, in Taguig City. (Photo by the author.) 

 
However, and very importantly, a situation has recently arisen where such 

opposition in the jeepney sector was supported. On March 5, 2023, when 
Manibela and Piston declared their intention to strike, the hashtag 
#NoToJeepneyPhaseout became the second most trending topic on Twitter. 
A lot of sympathy for the current situation of drivers and operators was 
posted on Twitter, which is regarded as a social media platform mainly for 
the middle class in the Philippines. There was also high concern about the 
possible loss of the iconic jeepneys. This strike presents an opportunity to 
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envision the jeepney sector’s opposition transcending the sector-specific 
issues outlined earlier, potentially garnering widespread support and political 
solidarity among the urban public. 

In the 2023 strike, two notable elements emerged: the renewed 
significance of the slogan “Tunay na Modernization” and the expression of 
support from commuters. In 2019, the jeepney sector had resisted state 
modernization by aiming to preserve the existing sector. This conservative 
stance garnered support from operators and drivers lacking funds to buy new 
jeepneys. However, the onset of the pandemic in 2020 accelerated distress in 
the sector. Many operators sold their jeepneys at rock-bottom prices, leading 
to the emergence of new operators. After the pandemic, repair of jeepneys 
entailed significant costs due to prolonged maintenance neglect exacerbated 
by extended periods of inactivity. The pandemic served as a catalyst for 
significant changes among the individuals comprising the jeepney sector, 
despite weakening its overall strength. 

In the internal restructuring of the jeepney sector, the slogan “Tunay na 
Modernisasyon” began to acquire a new meaning. The jeepney federations 
appropriated the concept of exclusionary modernity constructed by the State, 
adding ‘Tunay’ (genuine) to distinguish their own version. This maneuver 
questioned whether the State could provide modernization and sought to 
incorporate the commuters into their weakened sector. This discursive 
strategy asserted control over the discourse of modernity. However, its 
success was not merely a result of a clever catchphrase; rather, it was closely 
intertwined with the rise of commuters as political actors, a topic I will delve 
into in the following section. 

 
Solidarity from the pandemic: the jeepney sector and commuters  

Let us explore other elements of the 2023 strike. As mentioned earlier, in 
addition to #NoToJeepneyPhaseout, #YesToGenuineModernization also 
trended on Twitter during the strike. Particularly noteworthy was the support 
expressed by commuters, with the MoveAsOne Coalition standing out 
prominently. However, from the perspective of the jeepney sector, why their 
cause received such extensive support on social media and during this strike 
is only partially clear to them. For instance, when I asked Mar Valbuena of 
Manibela in September 2023 about this phenomenon, he simply said: “I do 
not know why that is.” 

MoveAsOne is a coalition established in May 2020 to address Manila’s 
transportation challenges. The coalition comprises the organizations Alt-
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Mobility, the Inclusive Mobility Network, Komyut, Sakay.ph, and Move 
Metro Manila, among others (Sidel 2020). The suspension of public 
transportation during the pandemic led to a demand for alternatives, and saw 
a noticeable increase in bicycle commuting. Toix Cerna6, a key member of 
MoveAsOne, expressed support for jeepneys on strike, emphasizing the 
shared struggle between the jeepney sector and commuters. According to her, 
the Coalition’s main agenda was pushing for people’s mobility due to the 
car-centric focus of government programs and infrastructures. The coalition’s 
program of “move, move, move people” mocked the government’s “build, 
build, build” approach.  

When the the government suspended public transportation to control the 
virus spread even as it continued with the PUV Modernization Program, job 
losses for jeepney drivers and operators, and reduced mobility options for 
commuters resulted. Kenneth Abante7, who was involved in the founding of 
MoveAsOne, says that they were also encouraged to organize the coalition 
by commuters and by the health professionals who were considered 
frontliners during the lockdown. As both Cerna and Abante point out, social 
problems converged on the crisis of daily mobility; “they are in the same 
boat,” said Cerna. The lockdown, the population’s impoverishment, and the 
crisis of social welfare in the health workforce were experienced as 
inextricably linked. The empathy between the jeepney sector and the 
commuters was rooted in the pandemic lockdown and consequent transport 
issues.  

Though originally an empty signifier concocted by the jeepney sector in 
desperation and for survival, “Tunay na Modernisasyon” has become a widely 
supported phrase rooted in sharing the pandemic situation. In 2019, it had 
only held meaning within the context of a left-leaning perspective. However, 
shaping words with meaning and attributing significance to them hinges on 
people’s agency, which is here understood as the ability to control the 
meaning of the sign. This ability to mediate signs or language collectively 
emerges from experiences. During the strike in March 2023, images of 
drivers saying, “I’ll drive for free today because it’s my birthday” or “If you 
really don’t have any money, just say thank you” were shared extensively on 
Twitter and Facebook. The jeepney came to embody the image of a public 
transportation that truly cares for people while simultaneously serving as a 
critique of the reality that the modernization efforts of the State and 

                                                
6 Interview conducted on September 13, 2023. 
7 Interview conducted on March 25, 2024. 
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government do not necessarily consider the people’s lives but are instead 
rooted in bureaucratic aims of governmentality. 

“Tunay na Modernisasyon” emerged as a margin wherein the jeepney 
sector and commuters could collaborate in reshaping a desired society, 
challenging the State’s monopoly, but neither encroaching on the State nor 
merely benefiting from its support. The solidarity between these actors aims 
to redefine urban transportation and society from the grassroots, sharing 
experiences and moving away from traditional jeepney operations.8 In this 
context, informality within jeepneys is not a mere discovery of the past, nor a 
hindrance to ‘modernization’. Instead, it lays the groundwork for shaping the 
society of the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Figure 2. Jeepney strike and protest on March 8, 2023.9 

 

Conclusion: Learning from the informal and making alternative forms 

This paper proposes that entities and domains characterized by informality, 
such as jeepney transport in the Philippines, can be pivotal starting points for 
initiatives and movements challenging the metrics enforced by the State’s 
                                                
8 For a discussion on the movement seeking ‘Just Transition’ as a constructive 
direction, refer to Dimalanta and Morales (2024).  
9 Permission to use this photo was obtained from the author, YOKO.  [See 
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100090224970727.] 
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uniform modernization. While analyzing informality solely through the 
governmentality lens may offer valuable insights into critiquing state power, 
it often disregards the underlying political agency. Conversely, portraying 
informality solely as encroachment may confine agency to conservative, 
isolated realms, especially if depicted as a tradition inherent to a specific 
group. As have discussed in the beginning of this paper, the attempts to 
understand and rethink collectivity and movements through informality, as 
seen with the jeepney, are not unprecedented phenomena in Metro Manila. 
The Squatter movement of the 1970s has continued to influence the housing 
and government housing policies for urban poor populations. In this case, 
informality also acquired new significance by nurturing political agency that 
fosters symbols and mediation. It transcends narrow group boundaries, 
embracing a spectrum of experiences.  

Despite being human, those whose living and working ways of life were 
not recognized as formal have continued to support the social reproduction of 
the city while establishing collectivity and organizing movements to redraw 
or dismantle those boundaries. Such practices aimed at changing society have 
shaped the political landscape of Manila. While the concept of informality is 
associated with inequality, injustice, and poverty, it remains essential for 
recognizing entities and domains that need to be acknowledged and for 
organizing towards the future. 
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