
Standing up for Papa 

 

On a wet December afternoon in a crowded office, I sat crying. In the far 

corner I could see a tall lawyer talking loudly and pointing at my father. I remember 

thinking that this lawyer’s clean dark suit was a stark contrast to Papa’s white shirt 

and faded cargo shorts. He was threatening Papa that he would sue and get us kicked 

out of our home. 

 

 I should probably provide some context. We live in a small rented apartment 

in V. Rama in Cebu City. It’s the only home I’ve ever known. About two years ago, 

the old building behind our apartment was bought up by a large developer who 

immediately began constructing a new high-rise condominium. Work on the 

condominium goes on 24 hours a day, six days a week. The thin walls of our old 

apartment could do nothing to keep the noise of heavy machinery out. We could 

barely sleep and I couldn’t study. One night, we heard loud banging as pieces wood 

and metal fell on the flimsy corrugated steel that separated my room from the cold 

evening air. 

 

Papa tried several times to talk to the foreman and to anyone in charge. They 

constantly ignored him. The one time someone actually came out to talk to him, he 

was just told to file a complaint if he had any issue with the construction. 

 

Finally, Papa brought the issue to the Barangay Hall. We were called for what 

we thought would be a conciliation meeting. So there I was with Papa; while on the 

other side of the room was a group of men from the developer and our landlord. 

What we hoped would be a chance to finally get a good night’s rest, turned into a 

nightmare. This tall lawyer told us that the company had bought the apartment and 

land and that we had three months to leave. Papa tried to talk about how poorly we 

had been treated, but he was silenced - silenced by this tall lawyer with not so subtle 

threats of legal action. 

 

I wish I could say that I stood up and fought for our rights and our home. I 

wish I could say that I rose to defend my family. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. In that 

moment, it didn’t matter that I had studied the law. I just fell into a dirty monobloc 

chair and started sobbing quietly into my cupped hands. 

 

We now live in a rougher neighborhood in an even smaller apartment with no 

windows. It gets so hot in the afternoon that I get terrible headaches. My parents had 

to borrow money from the neighborhood 5-6 madam just to find us a roof over heads 

and to keep me in school. 



 

I know my story is not unique. I know I do not have a monopoly on the story 

of a poor family kicked out of their home. I know I am not the only law student who 

has to work to keep the dream alive. What I do know, however, is that I understand 

what it feels like to be on the short of end of the economic prosperity stick. 

 

 As I write this essay, I think about how it would be so easy to say something 

smart like “concepts of liberty and prosperity are not mutually exclusive—they are 

mutually reinforcing.” Or to quote a journal articles that say “history demonstrates 

that societies that allow individuals to exercise their freedoms were the first ones to 

prosper.1 But I know all too well that the truth is far more grim and far more painful. 

 

 The truth is, as societies become increasingly industrialized, the accumulation 

of wealth money gains primacy over the rights and welfare of individuals. Take 

Cebu, for instance. Cebu is among the most developed provinces in the country. True 

enough, this city has been graced with towering buildings, long bridges, and a variety 

of establishments. While Cebu is a picture of economic growth, it is also a picture 

of how economic growth has been unequal. Behind the blinding lights of the city are 

communities that were pushed to the margins as a consequence of aggressive 

development. Despite the number of condominiums and subdivisions, there is still a 

high proportion of the province’s population that are informal settlers. Even though 

the City government constantly likes to talk about the amount of money the City 

generates, social welfare benefits - like nutrition, livelihood, sanitation and health 

programs - do not make it to poorer barangays.  

 

 Apart from my own personal struggles, I have also seen the struggles of many 

Cebuanos. Since college, I have been volunteering for immersive outreach and 

development programs. I have had a chance to step into the shoes of people from 

different communities. From my own personal experience and the experiences of the 

people I have had the privilege of working with, one thing is clear to me - 

development has not been equal and has left a lot of people behind. 

 

 With every new bridge that the government is proud about, hundreds of 

fisherfolk lose their livelihoods homes. As a college student, I remember sitting with 

fishermen as they earnestly pleaded with their local officials to stop the construction 

a Cebu’s newest bridge because they would lose their homes and fishing areas.  
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For every rural area that becomes urbanized and developed, there are hundreds 

of families forced out of their homes. This reminds me of the conversations I had 

with the young Lumad boys and girls in Lumad Bakwit Schools in Cebu. They 

shared stories about how they were bribed, harassed, and threatened to get them to 

vacate their ancestral lands. It is no secret that these indigenous communities have 

been subjected to horrible human rights violations just because they were tried to 

protect their ancestral lands.   

 

 For every factory built, there hundreds of individuals exposed and made 

vulnerable to diverse health and environmental hazards. During my internship with 

an environmental organization, I assisted the legal team in defending a father who 

was threatened by a SLAPP suit for simply airing his grievances about the pollution 

produced by a cement factory. When asked if he was afraid of the suit, I remember 

him saying, "N.B. say it in Bisaya [My children are in danger, I have to speak up,]." 

 

 There are thousands of stories like these that happen everyday in this country. 

While aggressive development may have brought economic growth, it has caused so 

many more injustices. The stories of marginalized communities in Cebu are no 

different from the unfortunate stories of similar communities in different parts of the 

Philippines. Abusive development can destroy lives and communities when it 

fundamental rights are not taken into account.  

 

Sadly, aggressive development has created an apparent dichotomy between 

prosperity and liberty. Indeed, human rights advocates warn that there are 

implications when governments “compartmentalize development to a set of 

economic objectives disregarding the political freedom aspects.”2 The grave danger 

we all face is a ripple of tragedies that erodes protections for fundamental rights. 

Amnesty International illustrated this domino effect perfectly. It begins with citizens 

discouraged from holding an opinion, unionizing, and exercising other basic rights. 

This restriction will result in people losing their human agency—their capacity to 

make choices and pursue them. In the absence of human agency, institutions of 

accountability are likely to suffer. Ultimately, this erodes the rule of law.3 

 

To avoid this litany of tragedies, we must push for inclusive and sustainable 

development. 
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Inclusive development is “societal progress that incorporates participatory 

empowerment of citizens and promotes human well-being.” 4  It is not a novel 

concept. More than 20 years ago, world governments convened and set out 

development goals5 to address the clash between development and human rights. 

Then United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said: 

 

We will not enjoy development without security, we will not enjoy 

security without development, and we will not enjoy either without 

respect for human rights. Unless all these causes are advanced, none 

will succeed.6 

 

In the Philippines, our own Supreme Court has established the concept of 

“social justice” as a key guiding principle of governance in the oft-quoted case of 

Calalang v. Williams”:  

 

“[Social Justice is] the humanization of laws and the equalization of 

social and economic forces by the State so that justice in its rational and 

objectively secular conception may at least be approximated. Further, 

social justice means the promotion of the welfare of all the people, the 

adoption by the Government of measures calculated to ensure the 

economic stability of all the competent elements of society.”7 

 

The core of social justice and inclusive development is the promotion and 

protection of human rights by integrating a rights-based approach in development 

strategies. This is based on the idea that “the protection of human rights is essential 

in building a more secure and prosperous world.”8  

 

Three central features of human rights are applied in the context of inclusive 

development. Firstly, inclusive development rests on the belief that human rights are 

universal, inherent, and inalienable. Secondly, inclusive development is a product of 

preserving the indivisibility and interdependence of human rights. This means that 

often the realization of one right (e.g., the right to a living wage, decent working 

conditions, and other social goods) is dependent on, or reinforced by, the realization 
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of another right (e.g., the right to form an opinion, right to form and join associations 

and unions, etc.). Thirdly, the rights-based approach should be used as a guiding 

framework for future development objectives. This includes, but is not limited to, 

processes that provide for accountability, inclusivity, and non-discriminatory.9  

 

Using the rights-based approach, prosperity or development should not be 

measured only in terms of economic growth but also in the growing capacity of 

States to promote the well-being of individuals sustainably. Aside from securing 

profits, development projects and programs should also strive to create enabling 

conditions for social, political, economic, and civil rights to thrive.  

 

I do not mean to discredit the significance of economic growth to advancing 

human rights. It cannot be denied that “economic growth is a means to expanding 

the freedoms enjoyed by the members of the society.”10 Development, however, 

must also expand and protect substantive freedoms that people enjoy. As pointed out 

by Amartya Sen, development must include “the removal of various types of 

“unfreedoms” that leave people with little choice and little opportunity of exercising 

their reasoned agency.”11 

 

 It is also equally important that inclusive development incorporate schemes 

for participatory governance. Vulnerable sectors of society must be represented in 

crafting development strategies. There must be conscious efforts from the 

government to initiate collaboration among communities, civil society groups and 

government agencies to take into account the needs of the greater public. It is also 

important that the government upholds the rule of law and strengthen the justice 

system to promote and protect the human rights of people from all walks of life.  

 

 The demands of uniting prosperity and liberty in a meaningful and beneficial 

way are high. There is a lot of work that needs to be done in the long story of human 

development. Lawyers and law students everywhere have a choice - either to be rich 

villains or unsung heroes - in this story. 

 

 To be honest, I do not know if I have the strength to stand against the injustices 

of aggressive development. What I do know is that I have the will and perseverance 

to keep trying. I know that I will work hard to be a lawyer who will stand up in the 
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face of injustice. The last thing I want to do is be a helpless little girl crying in a dirty 

monobloc chair. 


