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1 | INTRODUCTION
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Abstract

Scholars have shown that narratives of corruption can both intensify eco-
nomic globalisation and fuel resistance to it. However, little research has
been done on how policy debates are framed by people with competing per-
spectives on corruption. This article draws on interviews with key stake-
holders to highlight how narratives of corruption have framed debates about
policy reform in the Philippine rice industry. Respondents whose views
reflect an economic perspective that promotes market mechanisms to
address corruption justified a law designed to deregulate the rice market.
Their actions were a panacea to the growing power of cartels illegally and
often corruptly importing rice into the country. Respondents whose views
reflect a critical perspective argued that this law would only bolster cartel
power and that other policy solutions such as land reform and self-
sufficiency would reduce corruption and other injustices. Our analysis
reveals how those debates informed deregulation of the Philippine rice
sector and resulted in a Rice Tariffication Law in 2019. In the process, we
reveal how competing perspectives on corruption and associated narratives
are ideologically deployed to shape policy reforms that expand economic
globalisation and benefit some groups, such as consumers, at the expense
of others, particularly small-scale farmers.
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turn, those reflecting this economic approach have sup-
ported policies that reduce government monopolies

Over the past three decades, narratives about corrup-
tion have become central to policy-making and political
discourse around the world (Sampson, 2010). At the
same time, scholarship on corruption has also
increased (Michael, 2007; Michael & Bowser, 2009).
While approaches to and scholarship on corruption
have become increasingly diverse in academic litera-
ture and policy circles, an economic perspective has
come to dominate how corruption is understood and
addressed. One key strand of the economic perspec-
tive frames corruption as a type of government
rent-seeking that reduces the efficiencies of markets. In

and deregulate sectors subject to corruption (Ali &
Isse, 2003; Goel & Nelson, 2005; Ohnesorge, 1999;
Theobald, 1990). Some scholars have argued that cer-
tain neoliberal policy prescriptions that emanate from
the economic perspective misrepresent the nature of
corruption and the power-relations underpinning corrupt
transactions. Critical geographers, anthropologists, and
political scientists have argued that the economic per-
spective can be used to justify reducing the power of
the state vis-a-vis the market (Hindess, 2005) and fails
to address corruption (Brown & Cloke, 2011;
Warf, 2016). They have also noted that narratives of
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corruption can both intensify economic globalisation
and fuel resistance to it at different spatial scales
(Doshi & Ranganathan, 2017, 2019; Prouse, 2021;
Walton, 2018). Some critical geographers have called
for scholars to examine how corruption narratives
provide a platform for both progressive and regressive
politics (Doshi & Ranganathan, 2019; Prouse, 2021).
This article answers that call by examining the ways
in which both economic and critical perspectives are
reflected in public policy debates informing the intro-
duction of the Rice Tariffication Law' (RTL) in the Phil-
ippines, which was designed to deregulate the rice
market. Those debates provide a suitable case study to
investigate the deployment of economic and critical
perspectives given that the RTL featured significant dis-
putes about corruption and the benefits and drawbacks
of economic globalisation. Our case study is the first
we know of to examine how these economic and critical
approaches on corruption are employed in debates
about deregulation. Uniquely, it shows how corruption
talk intersects with other narratives to support neolib-
eral policy prescriptions. In the process, we contribute
to an emergent literature that highlights how corruption
talk is ideologically deployed to shape policy-making.
Such analysis is crucial if scholars and others are to
understand what growing and global concerns about
corruption might mean for those who all too often are
excluded from the benefits of increasing economic
globalisation—in our case Filipino small-scale farmers.
In Section 2, we provide an overview of key debates
about the nature of corruption and responses to
it. Section 3 provides an outline of the methodology, and
Section 4 contextualises our case study, the Philippines.
In Section 5, we present findings from the research and
highlight the ways in which economic and critical per-
spectives on corruption framed debates about Philippine
rice policy, and, in the process, we emphasise ambigui-
ties in those debates. Section 6 provides some conclu-
sions and argues that views about the benefits of
economic globalisation, along with national and local
grievances, were central to the way respondents inter-
preted corruption and recommended solutions to it.

2 | OVERVIEW OF KEY DEBATES

Many academics and policymakers define corruption as
the abuse of public office for private gain (Walton, 2015).
However, some have suggested that, by itself, this
definition fails to capture the concept’s complexities
because it focuses on corruption involving government
officials and politicians, which ignores corruption among
and between private sector and civil society groups
(Bratsis, 2003; Philp, 1997; Rose- Ackerman, 2007).
Academics have also pointed out that, in practice, the

"Republic Act No. 11203, 2018.

Key insights

This article draws on interviews with key stake-
holders to highlight how narratives of corruption
framed debates about policy reform in the Phi-
lippine rice industry. It shows how competing
perspectives were deployed ideologically in
debates about deregulation and resulted in a
policy that benefits some groups, such as con-
sumers, at the expense of others, particularly
small-scale farmers. The findings have wider
salience for scholars and others interested in
law, development, and justice.

meaning of corruption has changed significantly
over time and across space (Harrison, 2006, 2007; Per-
tiwi, 2022; Scott, 1972). Some scholars have developed
taxonomies to differentiate approaches by which to
understand the concept. Drawing on the corruption litera-
ture, we now draw out another specific taxonomy of cor-
ruption that focuses on discerning different perspectives
of corruption that shape both understandings of and
responses to it.

21 | Neoliberalism and the economic
perspective on corruption

Scholars have shown that both the literature on corrup-
tion and anti-corruption policy and practice revolve
around what some call a “mainstream view” of corrup-
tion (Doshi & Ranganathan, 2019; Walton, 2018). The
mainstream view places government institutions,
including laws and public sector rules and guidelines,
at the centre of understandings about and responses to
corruption. Since the 1990s, scholars have noted
that an economic perspective has become central to
this mainstream view (Krastev, 2004). Pillay and
Kluvers (2014, p. 95) have summarised the key ele-
ments of the economic perspective on corruption as
“concerned with the influence of rational self-interest,
efficiency and formal regulative structures in explaining
the development of corruption.” The economic per-
spective thus focuses on government officials and insti-
tutions as drivers of corruption rather than on the
private sector or civil society.

In turn, a key strand of the economic perspective
perpetuates or at least justifies neoliberal policy pre-
scriptions by positing that:

human well-being can best be advanced by
liberating individual entrepreneurial free-
doms and skills within an institutional
framework characterised by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade
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... [where] state interventions in markets
(once created) must be kept to a bare mini-
mum. (Harvey, 2005, p. 2)

Economists such as Rose-Ackerman (1999) and Kiit-
gaard (1991) have placed the problem of corruption at
the feet of monopolistic state activities. Klitgaard (1991),
for instance, has suggested corruption risk equals public
officials” degree of monopoly and discretion over a ser-
vice or resource and is mitigated by improvements in the
accountability among those managing these resources.
In sociology (Graeff & Mehlkop, 2003), political science
(Gerring & Thacker, 2005), and law (Prado, 2021),
scholars have argued that corruption can be reduced
under neoliberal policies—including those related to
privatisation and deregulation. For example, a statistical
examination of 181 countries by Gerring and
Thacker (2005, p. 233) has shown that consistent “with
the neoliberal argument ... open trade and investment
policies and low, effective regulatory burdens do correlate
with lower levels of political corruption,” although there is
“no consistent relationship between the aggregate size of
the public sector and political corruption.”

To address corruption, some scholars have focused
on solutions to increase monitoring of officials and
reduce governments’ monopolistic  tendencies,
including through deregulation and public—private part-
nerships (Hindess, 2005; Williams, 1999). These neo-
liberal approaches were dominant in the 1990s and
early 2000s and were pushed by governments, major
donors, and international financial institutions such as
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund
(Hutchinson, 2005; Larmour, 1997; Szeftel, 1998). Kaj-
siu (2015) has argued that between 1998 and 2005
dominant corruption discourse in Albania helped to
institute a neoliberal order rather than meaningfully
address corruption. Walton (2013, 2016) has
highlighted the ways in which anti-corruption activists
have called for neoliberal reforms to address corruption
in Papua New Guinea. Such narratives can help justify
various interventions, including structural adjustment
programmes in the Global South (Zuniga, 2018).

Implicit in such analyses and policy prescriptions are
distinctions between government officials and politicians
and non-governmental actors in the private sector and
civil society. Distinguishing between government and
non-government actors allows scholars to use the size
of government as a proxy for the degree of monopolistic
power. In Gerring and Thacker’s study (2005), for exam-
ple, the size of the public sector provided a proxy for
monopolistic power. However, the distinction between
the public, civil and private sectors has become increas-
ingly blurred over the past four decades through what
has been termed New Public Management (NPM). NPM
results in closer relationships between and among the
government, the private sector, and civil society through
public—private partnerships to deliver public goods.
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2.2 | The critical perspective on
corruption

In response to the dominance of the economic per-
spective on corruption, another critical perspective
has emerged, which foregrounds power relations
inherent in both framings of and responses to corrup-
tion. The critical perspective encompasses works that
critique the economic perspective from diverse posi-
tions and disciplines; this includes critique from
anthropologists (de Sardan, 2005; Haller &
Shore, 2005; Harrison, 2006), political scientists
(Krastev, 2004), and, increasingly, geographers. Spe-
cifically, geographers have highlighted corruption nar-
ratives and practices in various settings, often
pushing back against the dominant economic per-
spective on corruption (Brown & Cloke, 2005, 2006,
2007; Doshi & Ranganathan, 2017, 2019;
Perry, 1994, 1997; Prouse, 2021; Walton, 2016, 2018;
Warf, 2016, 2019).

Tying this geographic literature together is growing
recognition of and attention to (1) the limitations of neo-
liberal policy solutions arising from the economic per-
spective; (2) the multiple scales at which narratives and
practices of corruption operate; and (3) the importance
of corruption narratives for framing world-views, rhe-
toric, and policy.

First, geographers have critiqued policy prescrip-
tions emanating from advocates of the economic per-
spective, with some highlighting the lack of distinction
between public and private spheres central to those
advocates’ definitions of corruption and policy prescrip-
tions (Brown & Cloke, 2011). Some draw upon a
Gramscian notion of the state to understand alliances
between government and non-government actors
(Doshi & Ranganathan, 2017; Prouse, 2021;
Walton, 2016). For example, Prouse (2021, p. 3)
frames her analysis of corruption narratives in Rio de
Janeiro in Gramscian terms, noting that corruption
there involves “a diffuse set of actors that may include
officials in government positions, the legislature, and
people outside the official government apparatus who
are conjoined (or articulated) in shared interest at a
given moment.” In the process, she pushes back
against the binaries implicit within the economic
perspective.

Second, geographers have highlighted the multi-
scalar nature of corruption narratives and practices.
Some have focused on the ways in which corruption
and money laundering are facilitated by networks of
global and regional intermediaries implicating both gov-
ernment and non-governmental actors (Brown &
Cloke, 2007; Walton & Dinnen, 2020). Others have
highlighted the ways in which narratives of corruption
move across local, national, and international scales
(Doshi & Ranganathan, 2019; Prouse, 2021;
Walton, 2021). Walton (2021), for instance, has
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shown how transnational and translocal framings and
experiences shaped narratives of corruption in Solo-
mon Islands.

Third, geographers have shown how paying atten-
tion to narratives of corruption—or “corruption talk”—
can help stakeholders reframe the ways in which
ordinary people understand and respond to it. For
example, pushing back against economic framings,
Doshi and Ranganathan (2017, 2019) have
highlighted the importance of understanding how cor-
ruption narratives provide a critique of contemporary
capitalism. In their ethnographic study of land grabs
in Mumbai and Bengaluru (Bangalore), they find
that “corruption talk by slum-based and lower-
middle-class residents and activists advances an
ethical critique of contemporary capitalism” by
expressing “a sense of structural injustice in this
moment of sharpening urban inequality” (Doshi &
Ranganathan, 2017, p. 183).

2.3 | Emergent ambiguities

While the economic and critical perspectives are often
set in opposition to one another (Michael, 2004), some
scholars have stressed their ambiguities. For example,
geographers have pointed out that corruption talk can
both highlight inequalities emanating from capitalism
and help to advance neoliberal agendas (Doshi &
Ranganathan, 2019, p. 437). For Brown and Cloke
(2004, p. 273), the “fact that the anti-corruption banner
has been taken up by those promoting neoliberal
reforms does not negate the need for the issue to be
taken seriously by those opposed to that agenda.”
Such insights are significant because they provide an
opening for scholars to move beyond a dichotomous
approach to studying corruption in which corruption talk
either represents an economic or critical perspective,
and allows researchers to consider it as a floating
signifier.

While critical literature has helped scholars and
others reimagine the nature of corruption and its narra-
tives, scant attention has been paid to how policy
debates are framed by the ambiguities in critical and
economic perspectives. Walton (2018) and Michael
(2004) have highlighted how these perspectives help
frame anti-corruption efforts; however, we can find no
studies that do the same for other types of policy formu-
lation. We seek to remedy that gap below.

3 | THE RICE INDUSTRY AND
CORRUPTION IN THE PHILIPPINES

Rice is the Philippines’ most important staple crop. It is
estimated that each Filipino consumes a total of 133 kg
of rice annually (United States Department of

Agriculture, 2021). The Philippines also has relatively
high population growth—around 1.5% in 2021 com-
pared with the world average of 1% per annum (World
Bank, 2023). Thus, the amount of rice people consume
is expected to increase, and there have been long-
running debates about how best to secure rice stocks
and production while keeping prices low for consumers.
Because of uncertainties facing global rice production,
some public officials such as Pifiol (2021) have advo-
cated that Filipinos become self-sufficient and focus on
increasing local production. Others have argued that
securing an adequate rice supply requires the govern-
ment to increase stocks of imported rice
(Villareal, 2021).

In the 1970s, the Philippines did achieve rice self-
sufficiency and even exported rice in the early 1980s.
But that period proved an exception (Dawe et al., 2006,
p. 6). Despite efforts to restrict the amount of rice
imported into the country, the Philippines has long been
one of the larger rice importers in the world, now sec-
ond only to China (Rappler.com, 2021).

3.1 | Land reform: An alternative reform

agenda

Reflecting a neo-Malthusian view of food security,
some academics and policymakers have argued that
the Philippines has no choice but to import rice
because of a rapidly growing population and environ-
mental constraints. Indeed, Dawe et al. (2006) have
argued that the Philippines does not feature the kinds
of geography or topography that could ensure ade-
quate rice production compared with other traditional
exporter nations such as Myanmar, Thailand, Laos
PDR, Vietnam, and Cambodia (Wailes &
Chavez, 2012). Others have noted that weather pat-
terns further restrict reliable rice production (Sutton
etal., 2019).

Despite these limitations, some farmer groups sug-
gest the Philippines could become a self-sufficient pro-
ducer of rice if more effective land reforms were
enacted (Nobuhiko, 2000, p. 74). Currently, more than
half the population lives in rural areas and 40% of land
belongs to the agricultural sector, employing almost
25% of Filipinos (International Fund for Agricultural
Development, 2023). The best parcels of arable land
still belong to a few landowners in ways reminiscent of
Spanish colonial arrangements such as the enco-
mienda (labour for protection) and hacienda (estate)
systems (Carranza, 2015). Inequalities in land owner-
ship have created armed agrarian unrest focused on
breaking the land oligopolies (Carranza, 2015).
Because of rural unrest, several attempts at land reform
have been made such as that by Former President Fer-
dinand Marcos, who sought land redistribution of rice
and corn lands in 1972, or that by Former President
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Corazon Aquino, who championed the Comprehensive
Agrarian Reform Program (CARP) in 1988. However,
vested interests shaped such initiatives in the case of
Marcos’s reforms or were poorly enforced—as exem-
plified in Aquino’s CARP (Borras, 2001). CARP’s suc-
cess, however, remains disputed, with some claiming it
has advanced land equity, and others pointing to wide-
spread land issues for its failure (Carranza, 2015).

Leftist leaders and farmers movements have criti-
cised neoliberal policies that result in higher levels of
imports (Davidson, 2016) and depress farm gate
prices of domestic rice (Dela Pena, 2022). Prior to the
RTL reform, critics had already suggested that
increased supply may disincentivise the long-time pur-
suit of rice self-sufficiency (Arandez-Tanchuling, 2011)
and that local farmers lose out when competing
against cheaper imported rice. From that perspective,
land reform is considered a way to improve rice supply
and self-sufficiency. With the rural poor often beholden
to landowners accused of trampling on their human
rights, the push for land reforms is a fight for land
equality and helps upend land ownership systems that
disadvantage the poor and marginalised
(Carranza, 2015; Franco, 2008).

3.2 | Corruption and the rice industry
Scholarship on the Philippines has examined links
between corruption and the rice industry and agricul-
tural reform more broadly (Davidson, 2018;
Fang, 2016; Tolentino & de la Pena, 2020; You, 2015).
That literature is important because it highlights how
corruption has (1) shaped policy (Tolentino & de la
Pena, 2020) and grown during the passage of
failed land reforms (You, 2015); (2) helped diminish
rice productivity and increase import dependence
(Davidson, 2018), and (3) helped presidential candi-
dates by generating illicit funds through rice imports
(Fang, 2016). Much of the literature has, therefore,
described corruption and its impacts in normative
terms. While there have been some efforts to reflect on
the contested nature of corruption in the Philippines
(Ligthart, 2010), when it comes to the rice industry
scholars have focused on corruption in terms of its
impacts rather than on how corruption talk has shaped
policy.

Media reports have regularly highlighted links
between corruption and smuggling, price manipulation,
hoarding, and manipulation of import quotas. One case
involving Davidson Bangayan/Dante Tan in 2013 saw
Tan tagged as the “Goliath of Rice Smuggling”
(Cabacungan, 2013). In line with Gramscian ideas,
the case revealed a coalition involving government
and non-government actors. Tan was identified and
arrested after having been found to have smuggled rice
worth P217 million from Thailand, which manipulated
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the supply and consequently, the price of rice in the
market (Macaraig, 2014). Farmers’ cooperatives were
used as “dummies” of this criminal enterprise, to bid for
import quotas and thus monopolise rice supply and dis-
tribution. The cooperatives did not possess sufficient
financial capacity to import rice and thus sold their
quotas to “financiers.” The case highlights the number
and variety of actors involved in corruption in the rice
sector.

The National Food Authority (NFA) has played a
central role in regulating the Philippine rice supply,
although it, too, has been accused of corruption. From
its creation in September 1972 to the signing of the
RTL (Republic Act No. 11203, 2018) in February 2019,
the NFA’s role has been to stabilise the domestic price
of palay—rice that has not yet been husked—by buying
at high prices and seling at lower prices
(DA Communications Group, 2019). To mitigate gov-
ernment monopolies, under former Presidents Marcos,
Corazon “Cory” Aquino, and Fidel Ramos, attempts
have been made to encourage private sector participa-
tion and allow more competition into the market.
Despite such efforts, and despite the country gaining
membership to the World Trade Organization in 1995,
until 2019 the NFA played a central and monopolistic
role in regulating and setting quotas for rice importation.
The NFA’s intervention in the market resulted in rising
rice prices, which, while detrimental for consumers,
benefitted some farmers (DA Communications
Group, 2019; Ocampo & Pobre, 2021). Over time the
NFA’s control over rice imports has helped fuel inflation
(Tolentino & de la Pena, 2020) and has led to accusa-
tions of mismanagement and corruption (Mendoza &
Torres, 2019). For example, Senator Risa Hontiveros
has accused former NFA administrator Jason Aquino
and other insiders of receiving bribes that total
P2 billion (approximately US$35.7 million), excluding
other money-making schemes inside the agency
(Elemia, 2018). Because of such accusations, in the
lead-up to the passage of the RTL, a few senators
recommended Aquino be sacked and the NFA be abol-
ished (Galvez, 2018).

3.3 | TheRTL
In the context of growing concern about rising rice
prices, inefficiencies, and corruption in the rice sector,
the RTL (Rep. Act 11203) was passed by the Philippine
Congress in March 2019. The RTL ended the NFA’s
monopoly, removed quantitative restrictions on rice
imports and replaced it with a 35% import tariff, and
established the Rice Competitiveness Enhancement
Fund (RCEF). To improve productivity in the local rice
industry, the RCEF would use money from tariffs, total-
ling around P10 billion or approximately US$178.5 mil-
lion per year (Ocampo & Pobre, 2021).
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The law’s enactment was facilitated by different
stakeholders, including those from civil society, public
servants, and politicians, all of whom have been
engaged in debates about the rice sector in particular,
and corruption more generally. For example, civil soci-
ety organisations such as the Action for Economic
Reform (AER) and the Coalition for Change (CfC)
advocated for the passage of the bill and engaged in a
broader anti-corruption crusade. Some politicians
involved in drafting the RTL have been known to be
anti-corruption and good governance advocates,
among them Senator Franklin Drilon, who was the
Senate President during the term of former President
Benigno Aquino Jr. and who instituted anti-corruption
initiatives in a policy known as “Daang Matuwid”
(Right Path). During the term of former President
Rodrigo Duterte, a formidable economic team was
constituted and made responsible for pushing the
agenda for rice tariffication, despite opposition from the
secretary of agriculture at the time. Its members were
known for their dislike of market inefficiencies such as
corruption.

Tolentino and de la Pena (2020) have argued that
the RTL helped to lower rice prices and reduce infla-
tion during the latter months of 2019, and subsequent
economic modelling by Balié et al. (2021) has found
that the reform helped reduce poverty but negatively
affected rice farmers. This outcome occurred even
though the Philippine Institute for Development Stud-
ies (PIDS)—the Philippine government’s think tank—
projected that the policy would increase income pov-
erty by a total of 0.56 percentage points annually
(Briones, 2021). Others have expressed concern that
the RTL would do little to address the power of illegal
rice cartels over the rice industry. Senators have
criticised Department of Agriculture officials for
allowing farmers’ cooperatives to import rice from
blacklisted traders, because rice-producing provinces
are the very provinces with larger rice imports (Rivas,
2021).

Debates about rice policy in the Philippines thus
feature longstanding concerns about corruption—
particularly as related to the NFA, importers, and
cartels—and about who might benefit from deregulation
and neoliberal reform. In other words, debates about
deregulating the rice sector have featured calls for
greater neoliberal reforms associated with the eco-
nomic perspective on corruption and elements of a pro-
gressive politics associated with the critical
perspective. Mendoza and Torres (2019) have
highlighted the point that corruption had been a key
concern for policymakers drafting the RTL. Yet, scant
research has been conducted to understand how narra-
tives of corruption shape rice policy. Other, popular nar-
ratives about the RTL have often focused on rice
supply and price (Ocampo & Pobre, 2021), rather than
on corruption narratives.

4 | METHODOLOGY

Below, we draw on semi-structured interviews with
12 key stakeholders involved with the Philippine rice
industry. Following receipt of ethics clearances, those
interviewed were identified using snowball sampling
and included representatives from civil society,
national politicians, personnel from the NFA, and
senior executives from the private sector, active in
debates about the RTL (Table 1). Interviews were
conducted in Manila in June 2018. The research cap-
tures respondents’ views in the lead-up to the RTL bill
being passed. The research thus provides novel
insights into how the critical and economic perspec-
tives were employed at a time of heightened debate
about neoliberal policy prescriptions. The findings
allow us to examine how corruption talk aligns with
other narratives that serve to justify or resist
deregulation.

Respondents’ engagement with the rice sector dif-
fered. Some worked directly in the rice industry, among
them, the women farmers, farmers’ groups, and the
businessperson. Three were current or former NFA offi-
cials who understood the agency’s workings, allega-
tions of corruption involving their personnel, and

TABLE 1 Respondents.

Position/

organisation Gender Role

Civil society rice Female Advocacy on behalf of women

alliance farmers

Civil society rice Female Advocacy on behalf of women
alliance farmers

Farmers civil Male Advocacy on behalf of farmers
society

organisation

Farmers civil Female  Advocacy on behalf of farmers

society

organisation

NFA Male Senior management of the
country’s rice regulator

NFA Male Senior management of the
country’s rice regulator

Former senior Male Rice governance expert

NFA administrator
National politician ~ Male Congressman—Left leaning

National politician ~ Male Congressman—Centrist

Agricultural Male CEO of international

industry agribusiness

representative

Government Male Senior representative with long

research institute background in government

administration

Economic advisor  Male
and academic

Economic advisor to government

Abbreviation: NFA, National Food Authority.
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debates about the RTL. Two were sitting national legis-
lators who directly shaped RTL deliberations in the Phi-
lippine Congress. Two had backgrounds working in
academe and government administration and were
consultants to the sponsoring legislators. In what fol-
lows, we note points of intersection among the groups.
For example, farmers’ groups were connected to the
left-leaning congress representative we interviewed
and helped coordinate messages and campaigns
against the RTL.

Interviews were taped and transcribed and featured
wide-ranging discussions about challenges about the
RTL and the rice industry more generally. Discussion
about corruption came up in response to direct and
indirect questions about corruption and mismanage-
ment in the industry, although some respondents men-
tioned the issue without prompting. When talking about
corruption, respondents provided various examples,
including cartel members bribing officials to ignore car-
tels illegally importing rice, and directly influencing poli-
ticians and regulators to look after their interests. They
discussed other forms of corruption such as bribery
between politicians, government officials, and sup-
pliers. Respondents also described corrupt behaviour
in oblique ways, for example, by referring to undue
influence. Thus, our description of corruption is not an
examination of its meaning per se. Rather, it reflects a
description of acts that can be defined as the “abuse of
power for private gain.” By focusing on an abuse
of power rather than an abuse of public office, this defi-
nition allows for corruption that does not involve gov-
ernment officials (Walton, 2015) deployed to achieve
policy, political and personal objectives.

5 | FINDINGS: KEY DEBATES FRAMING
THE RTL

This section examines how respondents reflected on
economic and critical perspectives on corruption and
their ambiguities in debates about the Philippine rice
industry and tariffication reform.

5.1 | The economic perspective on
corruption

As conceived above, the economic perspective focuses
on government monopolies as key drivers of corruption
and favours market-oriented reforms as an antidote.
Some we interviewed—particularly a member of Con-
gress and an economic advisor—reflected the eco-
nomic perspective. For them, the RTL was necessary
because the state and its regulator, the NFA, had
become overly powerful and resembled a monopoly. A
senior agribusiness leader said that the NFA was con-
flicted because it was both a regulator and distributor of
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subsidised rice; this conflict of interest, he suggested,
paved the way for corruption.

Some acknowledged that cartels’ oligopoly was at
the heart of the rice industry’s corruption. For example,
a member of the Philippine Congress said rice cartels
have become established across the supply chain:

the cartels control the production side ...
[This control means] they give out loans to
the farmers at the usual usurious interest,
they buy the wet palay, and the rice at ...
much lower prices and they sell it ... at a
higher price, so ... it’s really the cartels
who are in control.

However, to justify support for the RTL, the respon-
dent noted that this situation was a product of govern-
ment corruption; that is, government officials had been
bought off by members of powerful cartels, which
allowed the cartels power over rice importation and
distribution.

In turn, some respondents thought greater competi-
tion would reduce corruption. A senior member of the
agribusiness sector said that once the RTL was intro-
duced there would be: “so many players in the market,
you[‘ll] have hundreds of them. | don’t think that you’ll
ever have a cartel because there’s so many big players
in the market.” In other words, the RTL would help
reduce the hold the cartels have over the rice industry
by encouraging competition in the rice market and in
turn reduce corruption.

For some, the potential for the RTL to reduce cor-
ruption by fostering improved competition justified
reducing the NFA’s mandate. An influential consultant
to the national government argued that under the RTL
bill, “the charter of the NFA will [have to] change and
the monopoly of the NFA over rice [imports] will have to
end.” In other words, by opening competition, the state
regulator would no longer import subsidised rice. It
would lose its legal monopoly over importing rice—thus
reducing its potential for engaging in and allowing cor-
ruption in the sector.

5.1.1 | Interwoven narratives and the
economic perspective

Respondents reflecting the economic perspective wove
into their concerns about corruption three additional
arguments about the importance of opening the rice
industry to competition. First, some suggested that the
RTL would help the national government uphold its
international obligations. One government official noted
that “We [became a member of the] WTO in 1995 and
we sort of had special treatment ... the rice waiver
ended last year and so technically we are non-
compliant with our obligations.” He argued that, through
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the RTL, removing quantitative restrictions on rice
importation would help uphold international global trad-
ing obligations.

Second, those reflecting the economic perspective
argued that the Philippines faced significant natural
and economic disadvantages preventing rice self-
sufficiency. The first such concern related to labour
costs. For example, the senior representative from
agribusiness said, the “reason we are not competitive:

. it’s the labour cost. It’'s a vicious cycle when you
look at the cost per kilo of palay or rice, our main
disadvantage [is] labour ... because our farmers don’t
like to farm anymore.” For this respondent, increased
mechanisation could help to address such problems.

Respondents also cited concerns about constraints
related to the country’s natural and built environments.
A centrist member of Congress noted that even if
labour costs could be overcome, the Philippines faced
significant limitations on land available for rice produc-
tion. He said that while the country had around 4.2 mil-
lion hectares of land for production,? “almost half of that
are [in] the upland area ... especially in Mindanao [and]
north Luzon [where] production is significantly lower.”
In turn, the respondent suggested international compe-
tition would be difficult, given that, in his estimation, per
hectare rice production in Thailand and Vietham was at
least twice as efficient.

Third, respondents spoke about expected benefits
the RTL bill would bring for consumers. An agribusi-
ness respondent noted that “consumers will be the
ones who will benefit” from lower rice prices] and that
“today [there] are more consumers than farmers.” The
economic consultant was keen to stress the point that
the lower price of rice would ultimately benefit farmers
also, suggesting that lowering rice prices might reduce
wages in the farming sector and thus improve farmers’
bottom lines—although such benefits have not yet
materialised (Balié et al., 2021). He explained that the
RTL was preferable to the government’s policy to sub-
sidise and control rice exports because, under that pol-
icy, there was no assurance that even if Filipino
farmers increased production consumers would see
lower prices.

In sum, respondents reflecting the economic
perspective on corruption said that key reasons for
supporting the RTL included opportunities to fulfil
international obligations, address the lack of competi-
tive advantage in producing rice, price reductions
for consumers, and resolving corruption in the
industry. With an influx of private importers, the
reform could reduce the potential for the government
and cartels to monopolise imports and facilitate
corruption.

2According to the USDA International Production Assessment Division [2024],
the actual land area for rice production is at 4.8 ha.

5.2 | The critical perspective on
corruption

The critical perspective on corruption foregrounds
power relations that underpin narratives of corruption
and anti-corruption reforms. Those who reflected the
critical perspective were mostly civil society activists
and left-leaning politicians. They were sceptical about
the RTL’s potential to address corruption. Like respon-
dents who reflected the economic perspective, critical
respondents suggested that the government and rice
importers orchestrated a rice shortage. For example, a
senior agribusiness respondent said:

just two months ago the NFA announced
that we have a rice shortage, a supply
shortage, [and then advocated for] the
need to immediately certify another wave of
importation for the month of June. [As a
result] 250 thousand metric tons were
immediately imported here in[to] the
Philippines. Now ... the question is whether
there is really a shortage [or if it is being
artificially manipulated] ... [T]his has been
orchestrated. We call it ... an artificial rice
shortage just to justify another wave of
importation and it will definitely benefit who-
ever the favoured private traders are being
awarded import permits.

In response to such accusations, one senior repre-
sentative from the NFA confirmed that smuggling was
facilitated through corruption between some govern-
ment personnel and rice importers, but noted that
efforts to address this situation had been curtailed by
the government:

We have implemented reforms at the NFA
on the procurement of rice, including polic-
ing our ports from smugglers. [However,]
these reforms had been removed or dis-
missed by the current administration.
Smuggling has gone up this time, and all
controls have been removed. Now [it is]
very easy to import rice as [our] checklist is
not being followed.

Respondents also noted that private traders
enabled corruption. One respondent from the NFA, for
example, said that even after the RTL was passed cor-
ruption would be possible because there was a chance
that “even farmers’ cooperatives” (who are provided
with import quotas) could be paid off by “big capitalists”
who could also connive to monopolise rice imports.

Critical respondents advocated solutions that
involved greater levels and intensities of government
interventions and that would result in higher levels of
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local production. For example, after explaining how
government corruption led to illegal rice entering the
country, a left-leaning congressman suggested that
rather than introducing the RTL—which he and his
party opposed due to its potential to harm farming
communities—it was the “burden of the government” to
fix legislative loopholes and properly police them
to address corruption. A respondent from agribusiness
also explained how restricting imports would reduce the
potential for corruption-induced smuggling. He said, “if
[the government] constricts importation, you constrict
the opportunity for rice smuggling.” Such restrictions
were only possible if Filipinos grew enough rice to
address “domestic consumption.” Doing so, he said,
had to be a “priority of government” and would ulti-
mately “stop ... rice smuggling.”

Others expressed similar sentiments. One female
civil society respondent, for example, argued that
smuggling in the rice sector was a direct result of pri-
vate sector involvement. In turn, she said, “it must be
the government who will import rice, the government
must not allow the private sector to do this [on] its
behalf.” When asked about how to address corruption,
she replied, “we have to stop this importation of rice
because it can breed corruption ... [and at the moment]
no one is caught.” She went on to explain that the RTL
would significantly harm small-scale farmers and
undermine farmers’ cooperatives. In turn, rather than
introduce the RTL, she suggested, “we have to police
this smuggling, this hoarding.”

5.2.1 | Reframing (anti-)corruption: Moving
towards land reform

Rather than consider the government as mostly
responsible for corruption, critical respondents blamed
land-owning capitalist elites. For instance, one civil
society representative said the reason that farmers
have become so disadvantaged is that most politi-
cians are landlords and they “go into politics to pre-
serve [their] properties.” Consequently, politicians
were accused of profiting by helping convert agricul-
tural land into parcels for non-agricultural use. One
respondent from a local farmers’ group discussed the
lack of restrictions on reclassifying agricultural land by
noting that the “original land reform laws were criti-
cised because, for example, [landowners] were
allowed to re-classify lands for industrial or commer-
cial [use].”

This concern was echoed by a respondent from the
agribusiness industry, who said:

there are other uses not only in agri-
business but also in mining ... being con-
verted for high-end condominiums, malls,
[and] residential areas. These are
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agricultural lands being converted to
medium to high-end subdivisions by real-
estate developers which, in our case in the
Philippines, are also politicians, senators,
and members of Congress.

In turn, respondents called for land reform that was
more meaningful and far-reaching thanprevious
efforts. One civil society respondent said that “despite
the land reform program of previous and present
administrations, we [believe] that all of the govern-
ment’s land reform programs are failure. [They have]
even resulted [in] the concentration of land ownership
to landlords.”

Ultimately, when respondents reflected the critical
perspective, they stressed the view that the RTL would
hurt farmers and fail to address ongoing issues of cor-
ruption and food insecurity. Instead, they called for
greater levels and intensities of government interven-
tion and land reform that ultimately they believed would
benefit farmers and lead to self-sufficiency.

5.3 | Ambiguities

Both the economic and critical perspectives had
staunch adherents. The economic perspective was
most ardently reflected by an economic consultant to
the government and a centrist congressman. The criti-
cal perspective was most strongly advocated by those
from civil society and a left-leaning congressman. How-
ever, some respondents moved between these per-
spectives. For example, a senior respondent from the
agricultural industry acknowledged that the RTL might
undermine the corruption of cartels, but he wanted to
see the country move towards higher levels of self-suffi-
ciency which would mean the agricultural industry
would play an important role.

Respondents who reflected comparable opinions
sometimes had contrasting world-views. For example,
respondents from civil society groups and a senior
respondent from the agricultural industry reflected the
critical perspective, and commenting on this accord, a
respondent from the agricultural industry said, “We dif-
fer a lot on how to achieve rice sufficiency, food secu-
rity and general food sovereignty” but they were united
in their belief that the Department of Agriculture’s poli-
cies were “far from what’s [needed] to address ...
issues like rice sufficiency and food security. In fact,
they are allergic to the term food sovereignty because
again, the policy of liberalisation has been there.” Thus,
there were key differences among some of those
reflecting the critical perspective insofar as some were
anti-capitalist, while others were part of the capitalist
elite; however, they were united by their concern about
the government’s push for (neo)liberalisation in the rice
sector.
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6 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Debates about how to address corruption have been
dominated by an economic perspective in both aca-
demic and policy circles. Here, we have shown how the
economic perspective was drawn on by policymakers
and researchers to argue for less regulation of the
Philippine rice industry. Those advocating for the RTL
cited the monopolistic tendencies of the government,
the ineffectiveness of the national regulator, the NFA,
and corruption involving government officials, rice car-
tels, and other actors. They argued that separating pub-
lic and private spheres was key to reducing corruption,
with the private sector being seen as “less corrupt”
than the government. This view circulated despite the
fact—in line with Gramsci’s ideas about the intersection
of government and non-government actors —that cor-
ruption is perpetuated in the country’s rice sector by a
complex coalition involving government and non-gov-
ernment stakeholders. Such concerns about corruption
intersected with broader narratives about the country’s
inability to increase rice production and manage con-
sumer demands.

The academic literature has featured a critical
perspective on corruption that pushes back against
neoliberal policy prescriptions that can emanate
from the economic perspective. Some respondents
reflected this perspective when raising concerns about
corruption involving elites—including politicians—who
have been advancing neoliberal policies. For respon-
dents reflecting the critical perspective, corruption is a
product of failures in past government reforms that
have given landholders and business owners exces-
sive influence over politics and land use, including for
non-agricultural purposes (Lanzona, 2019). They also
suggested that corruption could be enabled through
government monopolies, and partnerships between
government and non-government actors at critical
junctures, a finding that maps onto other studies else-
where (Doshi & Ranganathan, 2017, 2019;
Prouse, 2021; Walton, 2018). From that understand-
ing, addressing corruption and other injustices will
require an overhaul of land reform laws and greater
oversight of elites—from both the public and private
sectors.

The economic perspective focused on reducing the
power/monopoly of the government by improving
competition—and that helped justify the need for the
RTL. This strategy reflects those documented in other
research, which suggests that framing corruption as a
problem central to government monopolies and empha-
sising an imagined separation between government
and non-governmental actors can reinforce
neoliberal policy prescriptions (Brown & Cloke, 2005;
Hindess, 2005; Querijero & Amorado, 2006;
Walton, 2013). However, in the case of the Philippines,
the success of the economic perspective was rooted in

how corruption narratives intermingled with other con-
cerns - particularly around the cost of rice to con-
sumers, and was shaped by the power of groups
advocating for reform. This suggests that to shift policy,
the economic perspective needs support from powerful
actors and must be wedded to other justifications for
reform. In turn, corruption narratives per se do not pro-
duce political, economic, or social outcomes; it is the
way they are interwoven and support other narratives
with the same aim.

While some respondents emphasised one perspec-
tive over another, oftentimes, the dichotomy broke
down. Indeed, the findings highlight certain ambiguities
scholars, particularly geographers, have suggested are
inherent in narratives of corruption (Brown &
Cloke, 2004; Doshi & Ranganathan, 2019). For exam-
ple, antithetical motivations drive civil society groups
who advocate for farmers rights and agricultural com-
panies who are focused on increasing profits, yet the
two share some concerns about corruption and advo-
cate for similar solutions such as self-sufficiency and
land reform. Most respondents were concerned about
the lack of competitive advantage in terms of rice pro-
duction, the breadth and depth of corruption within the
sector, and failed land reforms that have led to critical
disjunctures in rice policy. There was broad agreement
that the RTL would hurt small scale farmers. This con-
cern, subsequent to our research, led the government
to amend the RTL at the end of 2024 to significantly
increase subsidies in order to support farmers (Depart-
ment of Agriculture, 2024).

While ambiguities are apparent, our analysis high-
lights the importance of corruption narratives for
extracting particular political and economic outcomes.
To date, such work is rare. However research that
builds on this analysis could help researchers and pol-
icymakers understand why and how policy reforms suc-
ceed or are resisted and why and how corruption talk
can help disenfranchise certain groups while enfran-
chising others. Indeed, there is need for more research
on how corruption talk is ideologically co-opted, refined,
and aligned with other narratives such as consumer
power, globalisation, and land reform. Future research
should involve diverse groups representing different
interests and exercising different forms of power within
different contexts. In an age of intensifying global capi-
talism and growing concern about corruption, further
research on corruption narratives is needed more than
ever.

Finally, the case study highlights the importance of
thinking about corruption talk as a diagnostic for local,
national, and international processes profoundly
important to geographers and those in allied fields
(Brown & Cloke, 2007; Walton & Dinnen, 2020). In the
Philippines, narratives of corruption have tended to
focus on two spatial scales: the international (e.g., the
problems of global capitalism) and the national
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(e.g., the failures of national land reform). Importantly,
our respondents also highlighted the impacts of the
RTL on the local scale (particularly on local farmers
and cooperatives). Considering corruption in the ways
we have described thus helps researchers and others
move away from normative approaches to studying cor-
ruption that centre on the nation-state to the neglect of
other spatial scales.
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