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‘How will we live together?’ is both  
an ancient and urgent question. The  
urgency rises from a number of crises 
unfolding at unprecedented scales and 
speeds, which require new solutions. 
However, rather than focusing on the  
answer itself, we believe the most crit- 
ical questions relate to the way solutions  
are found, proposed, negotiated and 
acted upon. 
  The way we live together now has 
proven unsustainable, both socially and  
environmentally. As the paradigm of 
economic growth spread across the 
globe with the help of ‘development’ 
as a political project, powerful trans- 
national corporations emerged that 
primarily prioritized productivity and  
efficiency of the market over other social  
and environmental values (Aruga). 
  Looking back, traditions of mutual  
support belong to a paradigm that is  
founded on a non-hierarchical relation- 
ship where people invest their time  
rather than money and offer a different 
perspective on how we have lived  
together. Throughout generations, they  
have provided the means to collaborate,  
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particularly through crises and times of  
hardships in demonstration of local re- 
silience. In the Philippines, the disaster- 
prone conditions necessitated means of  
cooperation, sharing of risks and “a need  
to believe in something like bayanihan”  
(Bankoff). At the same time, bayanihan 
has played an important role in the lives  
of rural communities as a form of obli- 
gated reciprocity consisting of hard  
labor. It was also widely used for orga- 
nizing in the wake of COVID-19 (Ladrido).  
In Norway, dugnad has survived social  
upheavals and remains actively prac- 
ticed today. It has been a means for 
people to realize common goals, rooted  
in a sense of belonging and the aspi- 
ration for a meaningful life (Lorentzen). 
  The term ‘mutual support’, or  
‘mutual aid’, was posited by the activist  
and philosopher Peter Kropotkin (1901)  
to stress the value of cooperation over  
that of individual struggle and com- 
petition. Studying the animal world, he  
found that the propagation of the spe- 
cies was not conditioned only by the 
survival of the fittest, but also by the 
ability to come together in the face of  

adversities. Similarly, it has been a mech- 
anism for survival within human societies  
and has contributed to the evolution of  
social institutions, such as trade unions,  
cooperatives and other civil society 
movements. On the other hand, the term  
has often been romanticized as a self-
less or altruistic form of cooperation 
often neglecting the intricate social obli- 
gations and commitments of which it is  
based. Similarly, it has also been misused  
by authorities and corporations to gain  
support in pursuit of their own agenda 
or to exploit free labor in lieu of pro- 
viding social services. 
  To better understand the potential 
of mutual support today, we can draw 
on further insights from the alternative 
development movements (Aruga). This  
approach to development strived for  
self-organized democratic spaces to  
define development goals and means 
of implementation, providing a bottom- 
up rather than top-down perspective  
for development. One of the challenges  
of such grassroots movements was the 
narrow concern with local issues that 
did not necessarily address the larger 
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systemic issues on a global scale. 
  The significance of the traditions 
of mutual support is that they are em-
bedded across different cultures all 
over the world—such as bayanihan, 
dugnad, mutirão, meitheal, talkoot and  
tequio—providing platforms for people  
to act on their own situations using their  
knowledge, skills and experience. Can 
mutual support, a particularly local  
phenomenon with a global presence, 
allow us to discuss and propose dif- 
ferent understandings to “how will we  
live together?”
  The environmental, economic and  
social consequences of the market-
driven globalization project have led  
to an increasingly uneven and divisive 
world. The way many are frustrated 
with this situation can serve as a 
common ground to directly connect 
people across different cultures and 
societies. Traditions of mutual support 
could potentially be a platform for 
people to take action outside the 
institutions and value systems that 
gave shape to the situation that we 
find ourselves in today.

DEVELOPMENT, 
ALTERNATIVE 

DEVELOPMENT 
AND POST 

DEVELOPMENT

Leika Aruga

Leika Aruga is an advocate for human rights and 
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Empowerment of Women (UN Women) in Vietnam. 
She has a master’s degree on International Law of 

Human Rights and Criminal Justice from the University 
of Utrecht in the Netherlands and is currently enrolled 

in the master’s program on Globalisation and 
Sustainable Development at the Norwegian University 

of Science and Technology in Norway. For the past 
10 years she has been working in diverse settings, 

ranging from international development, legal affairs to 
practicing community organizing. 
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The world we live in today is faced with major challenges—
climate crisis, environmental degradation, widening social 
inequalities and prolonged conflicts, to name a few. Such 
challenges did not emerge out of nowhere; rather they are 
the consequences of the paths taken by decision-makers and 
sustained by our ways of living. Looking back, there was never a 
time which we can use as a reference to when things were going 
well. The challenge of today is to renew the rules under which 
our society operates. This is the challenge of interregnum—the 
times of uncertainty when “rulers no longer can rule and the 
ruled no longer wish to be ruled” (Bauman, 2012).

Since the end of the Second World War, we have witnessed 
drastic changes on a global scale unprecedented in history. 
World population as well as world per capita income increased 
rapidly than ever before and overall energy consumption 
multiplied by five-times in half a century (Vos 2014). Devel- 
opment, as a formalized project, primarily focused on  
economic growth by means of universalizing single market  
culture across the nation states system (McMichael 2017).  
Measuring the size of national economy became a conventional  
indicator for a country’s development level, as seen in the use  
of gross national product or gross domestic product measure- 
ments (Peet & Hartwick 2015). Reflecting Keynesian economics,  
the state played a role by implementing monetary policies and 
facilitating public spending in the Development Project. All 
problems were to be solved when the economy had gotten 

better and economic gains by the rich were supposed to have 
trickled down to the rest of the population. With this thinking, 
Western developed countries were considered as the model 
for all other less-developed countries to follow, because 
development was understood as a linear process. Eventually, 
all countries would have reached the stage of ‘high mass 
consumption’, according to Rostow’s model of development.

In reaction to such a homogenizing and exclusionary ideology, 
alternative development emerged as a critique to mainstream 
development, emphasizing the need to frame development 
within the perspective of people’s everyday experiences. It 
questioned whose voices and understanding counted and 
challenged how knowledges were produced for development. 
Alternative development promoted participatory approaches 
in order to engage people in matters that they previously had 
limited control or influence over (Brun & Blaikie 2016). Over the 
last decades, culturally and geographically situated knowledges 
have gained recognition for their importance in development 
projects, yet participatory processes are met with challenges to 
realize genuine participation. When communities are called upon, 
they are thanked for their input and opinions, but seldom are they 
appreciated for their knowledge (Eversole 2010). Participatory 
approaches entered development practice without problem- 
atizing the meaning of participation or its use, and therefore, they 
were also misemployed by authorities and development actors to  
legitimize their own development agendas (Cook & Kothari, 2001).

LEIKA ARUGA ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT AND POST DEVELOPMENT
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For some, the problem lay in the framework of development 
itself, as it functioned as a dominant discourse which spread 
and legitimized capitalist economic systems built on Western 
modernity. Such a view held by post-developmentalists 
helped shed light on the limits of capitalism’s production and 
consumption patterns and shifted the focus towards cultural 
pluralism and sustainability embedded in geographical 
locations. At the same time, post developmentalists were 
criticized for romanticizing being local and traditional, while 
problematizing being global and modern at large. Moreover, 
the lack of proposals for an equally universal mechanism to 
confront capitalism was seen to be insufficient, particularly 
when the cost of underdevelopment was overlooked 
(Ramirez-Cendrero 2018). The main criticism on alternative 
development has also been directed to its inability to address 
structural issues which marginalize communities in the 
first place (Hickey & Mohan 2005). For critics, the scope of 
alternative development was too local and not concerned 
enough with global processes. Consequently, it had “little 
transformative potential in an increasingly global and 
transnational reality” (Brun & Blaikie 2016).

As a matter of fact, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, inter-
national economic integration kept advancing, and deregulation 
of markets became the ultimate goal to serve powerful business 
and financial interests. This, in effect, undermined the role of  
states as regulators of the development process. In order to appeal  

to foreign investment and drive an export-led economic growth,  
public goods and services were privatized and austerity policies  
were implemented. Transnational corporations became key  
players in the global economy and brought about the new inter- 
national division of labor, relocating simple manufacturing 
work from advanced economies to low wage regions through 
subcontracting. Such restructuring came with the cost of workers  
who lost considerable organizational and numerical power, 
and their working conditions deteriorated (McMichael 2017).  

Today, the world is significantly influenced by transnational actors  
which drive globalization: the process that dynamically connects 
different parts of the world through flow of capital, information 
and people. In effect, the most powerful actors shaping the global  
economy became accountable to shareholders instead of stake- 
holders. The outcome of globalization is uneven development 
within and across national boundaries. Inequalities are manifested  
in social polarization everywhere instead of geographical divisions  
of the North and the South, giving rise to new transnational, 
horizontal alliances. More than 70 per cent of the world population  
live in countries where income inequality has worsened since 
1990, according to a new UN report (UNDESA 2020). Despite the 
growing inequality, top income tax rates have declined across 
countries, among other efforts on redistribution. The report also 
alerts us to the fact that climate crisis will exacerbate inequalities 
particularly among warmer places on earth, where the majority 
are developing countries (UNDESA 2020).  

LEIKA ARUGA ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT AND POST DEVELOPMENT
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When the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was 
adopted by all UN Member States in 2015, development 
goals became universally applicable. It means they no longer 
narrowly apply to developing countries because responding  
to crises of a global scale requires all countries to work together. 
Simultaneously, the scope of the agenda broadened across 
social, economic, and environmental dimensions of sustainable 
development. Nevertheless, a closer look reveals contradicting 
visions embedded in targets that reward economic growth 
without questioning the growth model that led to social and 
environmental crises in the first place (Gupta & Vegelin 2016). 
As long as development is exclusively measured in positive 
terms, leaving out negative sides such as exploitation of natural 
and human resources which enabled economic growth, we 
are missing the full picture (McMichael 2017). The need for 
a paradigm shift is evident, yet the situation is complicated 
through the crisis in representative democracy. In essence, 
neoliberal globalization has relocated decision-making power 
further away from local democracy to distanced bodies which 
prioritize productivity and efficiency of the market (Klein 2001).

This situation brings us back to the issue of participation.  
Earlier criticism on participatory approaches helped reshape 
the understanding of participation into one which necessitates 
transformative spaces where participants’ agencies are essen- 
tialized and politicized, particularly in the context of alternative 
development (Brun & Blaikie 2016). Creating such a space 

requires actors to deal with economic and social structures which  
lead to imbalanced power relations and marginalized people 
in the first place. There is a difference between invented spaces 
that are structured and owned by those who provide them 
(e.g. development actors) and spaces that people create for 
themselves (Miraftab 2004). Transformative spaces have been 
demonstrated through self-organized democratic participation 
taking place elsewhere in the world. In India, grassroots move- 
ments are re-politicizing development as a “struggle for peoples’  
participation in defining development goals and devising means  
to achieve them”. Some movements have come to successfully 
establish a self-governing system of land and water management  
by relying on people’s knowledge, skills and social ties (Sheth 
2004). In Latin America, territorial struggles are seeking a 
pluriverse where you have “a world in which many worlds fit”, 
originating from Zapatista claims. Most insightful knowledges 
to face today’s crises are found within such multiplicity of 
worlds as they show cultural and ecological transitions that 
divert from commodifying human and natural resources. Such 
relational worlds are sustained by forms of knowing through 
unique social and ecological connections not definable by a 
dualist worldview that divides nature from culture and humans 
from non-humans (Escobar 2017). Mutual support could be 
considered to be one of such alternative ways of organizing by 
the people, and this explains why it has been thought of as an 
informal practice, somewhat alien to the concept of state-led  
or market-led development. 

LEIKA ARUGA ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT AND POST DEVELOPMENT
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Our search for defining a new framework for development thus  
entails the pursuit for a new theory of knowledge and under- 
standing of its role in shaping our world. The shift to sustainable  
development cannot succeed without negotiating the very 
concept of sustainability through democratic means and re-
learning the living knowledge of the people. Already existing 
self-organized initiatives and movements could provide a wide 
range of inspirations to find our ways forward. 
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of his research on the Philippines, seeking to understand 

how societies, both past and present, have learnt to 
normalize risk and the manner in which communities 

deal with crisis through a historical sociological 
approach. His recent publications include co-authoring 
The Red Cross’s World Disaster Report 2014: Focusing 

on Culture and Risk and a companion, co-edited volume 
entitled Cultures and Disasters: Understanding Cultural 

Framings in Disaster Risk Reduction (2015). An historical 
geographer, he is Professor of Environmental History at 

the University of Hull in the UK. 

18 
There is a romanticism, much of it state-sponsored, surrounding  
bayanihan and what it represents in the Philippines today. On 
the one hand, bayanihan has come to stand for the selfless values  
that are said to characterize Filipinos of all social classes and 
ethnic backgrounds; and, on the other hand, more prosaically, 
it refers to the many tit-for-tat forms of reciprocity that describe 
the various forms of mainly labour-related, dyadic relationships 
in poor, rural communities across the archipelago. The former  
portrays an idealised representation of the national spirit, while  
the latter depicts hard work, and lots of it. These twin meanings 
are epitomised in the etymology of the term, and whether 
bayanihan derives from the root word bayani, meaning a person  
who serves his/her community without asking for anything in  
return and who treats  everyone as an equal, literally a hero; or  
bayan, signifying place or people or both, a locale that evokes  
a sense of belonging, and the incumbent reciprocal obligations 
borne out of shared experience and dangers in common, literally  
a homeland or nation. One has a relatively short history, ema- 
nating in the Marcos dictatorship but with roots in earlier times;  
and the other is ancient, forged out of a ruthless struggle with an  
environment where going it alone is dangerous (Bankoff 2007).

The more recent understanding of bayanihan appeals to an  
abstract sense of community welfare. It is seen as a form of emer- 
gency labour rendered in the face of a disaster that overwhelms 
the individual household, such as fire, flood or typhoon, and 
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in which the community must act collectively for their own 
and others’ sakes. Everyone nearby is expected to contribute. 
These selfless acts of generosity, helping each other out and 
giving assistance without compensation, are often depicted 
by social scientists and other observers as symbolic of the 
Filipino way of group work rooted in tradition (Ang 1979). 
Disasters like these may happen to anyone and cannot be 
anticipated. Therefore, they are not a matter of reciprocity; but 
those who refuse assistance in such circumstances are noticed 
and may find it difficult to obtain help in the future (B. Fegan, 
email communication, 2003). Historically, too, these forms 
of community cooperation were most successful when the 
number of people involved were few, the organisation simple, 
and the objectives clearly defined (Rivera and McMillan 1952). 

In debates over the nature of Filipino identity after inde- 
pendence in 1946, bayanihan became emblematic of a 
resurgent national spirit. It was popularised in the public 
imaginary through the rustic charm of the rural landscape 
paintings of Fernando Amorsolo (1892-1972) and given 
substance, in particular, by the iconic painting of the same 
name by Carlos “Botong” Francisco (1912-1969) (Flores, 
Patrick D. The Life and Art of Botong Francisco. 2010). 
Ferdinand Marcos subsequently pushed the ideology of the 
idealised rural community during the 1970s as part of his 
corporatist vision of the New Society (Marcos 1976-1980). 
Symptomatic of this rural idyll was the photograph of a 

group of men carrying a peasant house of bamboo and 
thatch on poles, that was placed ubiquitously on pamphlets 
and in school textbooks to epitomise the national spirit. 
Marcos even considered re-naming the country Maharlika, 
summoning the shades of a bygone class of warrior freedmen 
in pre-Hispanic Tagalog society to represent the citizens of the 
new nation. Nor was he alone among Southeast Asian leaders 
in reinventing indigenous traditions for political agendas. In 
Indonesia, President Sukarno drew on similar traditions to 
cast his new state as the idealised village society writ large. 
The five principles of Pancasila, the state-sponsored national 
philosophy, embodied village norms such as musyawarah-
mufakat or government by consensus, gotong royong or  
mutual aid, and tolong-menolong or reciprocity (Morfit 1981). 

The notion of customary Filipino values was also promoted by 
the Catholic Church and by sociologists connected to it, such 
as Fr. Frank Lynch SJ at the Ateneo de Manila University. Lynch 
compiled his Four Readings on Philippine Values in 1962, the 
central value of which the authors identified as reciprocity, 
utang na loob, literally a debt of the soul (Lynch 1962). But 
Lynch was fresh out of the Chicago School of sociologists and a 
Jesuit determined to push an agenda based on modernisation 
theory (Turner 1988). Accordingly, he viewed reciprocity as a 
voluntaristic choice that people made based on their cultural 
values.1 These ideas still have a certain cachet in the Philippines 
through the works of Lynch’s students and contemporaries, 

1. The discussion in this paragraph owes much to a very old 

email discussion with the late anthropologist, Brian Fegan, and 

to a much more recent lunchtime conversation with the Filipino 

writer, Jose Dalisay. 
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↑ Bayanihan, 1962.  
Watercolor. Botong Francisco  
Mr. and Mrs. Paulino Que Collection 
Photography by David C. Fabros

GREG BANKOFF IN SEARCH OF BAYANIHAN



 25 

most notably F. Landa Jocano. In his prolific writings on the  
subject, Jocano identifies a shared sense of community, often  
defined in operational terms as neighbourhoods, that guarantees  
support for its members especially during times of personal 
hardship or common danger (Jocano 1997). Similar to the way  
Marcos attempted to idealise society, his beliefs have more to do  
with the values that philosophers, priests and politicians try to 
instil in civil society. However, social virtues are never as simple 
as they might appear when neatly codified in speeches or text- 
books; and there is another, much older understanding of 
bayanihan (and all its regional variants) that describes mainly 
labour-related dyadic relationships in rural communities across 
the archipelago. “Nothing in a village ever could be that simple, 
so naively without motives and consequences,” observes James 
Hamilton-Paterson. “There is no such thing as pure altruism in  
a small community” (Hamilton-Paterson 1998, 18).

There are many forms of reciprocal labour practised by the 
various ethnic groups in the Philippines that fall under the 
general rubric of gantihan, where the root word ganti- means 
to reciprocate (or retaliate in its more modern usage), and 
the suffix indicates a form of payment. These dyadic, tit-for-
tat relationships cover the main aspects of rural life. They 
include farm labour exchanges involving large teams of men 
with buffalos and gear, as well as women and boys to do 
the final harrowing and transplanting. Feasts after labour  
usually arranged by intermediaries, as farmholders repay 

GREG BANKOFF IN SEARCH OF BAYANIHAN

work performed on the day with food, cigarettes and drink. 
Housebuilding, when kinsmen, friends and neighbours help 
build a new couple’s first bahay kubo (nipa hut) or renovate 
an existing one. And donations of money and goods given to 
the families of the recently deceased or on other occasions of 
grave personal loss. However, on these and similar occasions, 
a close reckoning is kept on the labour or help offered in order 
to properly determine the requisite level of “return” reciprocity. 
Each year a farmholder, for example, needs to accrue enough 
credits and pay off any outstanding debits to ensure future 
labour exchanges. Similarly, a woman or a girl of a bereaved 
family will sit at the head of the coffin at a funeral wake with  
an exercise book and list the names and amounts given by each 
donor to ensure that the family reciprocates appropriately on  
a suitable okasyon. 

Aid in whatever form required, however, is rendered on the ex- 
pectation that it will be returned in kind at the appropriate time.  
Need or lot often determines the order in which a person or 
family receives this help; the notion of succession is suggested 
by the now nearly obsolete term for this practice, turnuhan, 
derived from the Spanish word turno meaning “one’s  turn”. 
There is great pressure on community members to participate 
in these exchanges and social sanctions imposed on those who 
fail to meet their obligations. If any indebted farmer is unable 
to attend on the day, he must send a replacement, if necessary, 
a hired one; otherwise he will find it hard to find help in the 
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future. Labour is often performed on Sundays with families or 
groups working on average two to three days each year on one  
another’s concerns. Co-operation extends to such a degree that  
agreement is reached beforehand on when crops are planted so  
as to enable the same group of workers to go from one farm 
to another at peak labour times without conflicts of interest 
(Balmaceda 1927). Agaton Pal observed other forms of labour 
exchange post-World War II that, although still dyadic in nature,  
were manifestly more altruistic, and involved forms of organised  
work-bees where people offered their labour to those in need 
of assistance. But again  this help was also rendered to avoid 
the criticism of un-neighbourliness, and with the expectation 
that it would be repaid under similar circumstances (Pal 1956).  
Historically, too, this form of cooperation was more pronounced  
in areas of new settlement, such as on the Central Luzon plain 
in the early twentieth century where “working cooperatively 
was their virtue in any undertaking to make work faster and 
livelier” (HDP Saverona). 

While this older meaning of bayanihan has now largely receded  
from public consciousness, certainly in urban areas, and has been  
replaced by the image of selfless, communal undertaking, espe-
cially in the face of the disasters that recur with such frequency 
in the Philippines, the term is not without historical validity. 
There is ample evidence that Filipinos in the past resorted to 
forms of community endeavour in times of misfortune or loss 
arising from natural hazards. Julian Balmaceda, in probably the  

first study of its kind published in 1927, lists multiple examples 
of communal behaviour: how one community had built a special  
house “which might be occupied by anyone whose residence 
would be destroyed by a typhoon”; how all the houses destroyed  
by a typhoon in Ilocos Norte “were rebuilt quickly as soon as the  
storm was over because the owners could help each other by 
turn in spite of their lack of funds”; and, how in Antique, it was 
apparently the local practice to protect the community from 
floods by the communal construction of dams (Balmaceda 1927,  
386-387, 401). These observations and later studies give substance  
to types of community activity, whether called bayanihan or 
something else, and whether borne out of a selfless love of others  
or the hard necessities of living in such a risk-prone environment  
as the Philippines. Attributing motivation to these practices pro- 
bably better reflects the ideological perspective and/or agenda 
of the viewer than anything else.

Moreover, there is a real need to believe in something like 
bayanihan in an archipelago as dangerous as the Philippines and  
where the state, despite its best intentions, is seldom capable of  
ensuring the safety and security of its citizens. In its stead, trust  
is reposed in the family and the extended community, often cast  
in terms of fictive kinship. In his now celebrated thesis on the  
importance of the frontier to understanding the history of the  
United States, Frederick Jackson Turner credits the trials and 
tribulations of settling the American West with the promotion 
of rugged individualism and the spread of democratic institutions  
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(Turner 1921). Perhaps, on the contrary, the frequency and 
magnitude of hazards that Filipinos confront on an almost daily  
basis promote a more abstract sense of community welfare  
and encourage forms of community support and reciprocity—
bayanihan. The everyday hardships posed by living in the 
islands suggest an intriguing relationship between risk, on the 
one hand, and the number and vigour of civic engagement 
and self-help on the other: those geographical regions in the 
country most exposed to personal misfortune and community 
danger are precisely those areas where such associations and 
networks seem to proliferate most readily (Bankoff 2007, 341-342).  
The significant role that non-government organisations (NGOs)  
and people’s organisations play in contemporary Filipino society  
might not only be the product of more recent political upheavals  
but also have a historical basis in the need to help one’s fellows 
survive and prosper when times are hard, and perils threaten.
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 — Bankoff, G. 2007. The dangers of going it alone: social capital 
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Continuity and Change 22, no. 2: 327-355.

 — Duldulao, M. D. c1982. A Century of Realism in Philippine Art. 
Manila: Fine Arts Corp.

 — Ferdinand Marcos, F., 1976-1980. Tadhana: History of the 
Filipino People. 3 vols. Manila: [s.n].

 — Hamilton-Paterson, J. 1998. America’s Boy: The Marcoses and 
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Saverona, Nueva Ecija Roll 47, p.3.
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City: Ateneo de Manila University Press.
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INTRODUCTION

Some years ago, the term, dugnad, was crowned Norway's na- 
tional word. No wonder, as the practice behind this word is  
something Norwegians have an almost innate relation to. It  
means—We need your support! Join us to work for the common  
good! If you say dugnad, people will show up without further 
explanation. Bring a chainsaw, a good mood and preferably coffee  
and a piece of cake, then we will make a shared effort and enjoy  
ourselves afterwards. Within fields like housing, sports, child 
care, tourism, outdoor or other leisure activities, people gather  
in order to perform a joint activity. Every year, governments  
appeal to the spirit of dugnad  when they call for extraordinary  
efforts, across political divides.  In 2017, aggregated voluntary  
efforts in Norway amounted to approximately 142 000 FTE´s.1  

Few traditions have proven to be as durable as the dugnad.2  
Through the centuries, the term has been adapted to contem- 
porary local practices, where people intend to realize common 
goals. For hundreds of years, people have settled local affairs 
themselves, without invoking either royal power or municipal 
government. As a resource, dugnad emerges from spirits of 
communities, the feeling of belonging and wishing for a better 
and more meaningful life. The dugnad culture has survived 
epochs and social upheavals. As a collective tradition, it has 
proven sustainable at a time when individualism's consumer 
culture is stronger than ever. 

1. Full Time Equivalents means unpaid work on a non-regular  

basis summarized to equivalents of full time work, which in Norway  

is approx-imately 1700 work hours per year. 

2. Case material presented below is, unless otherwise stated,  

taken from the author’s book: Den norske dugnaden (The 

Norwegian Dugnad). 
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The dugnad has always been based on egalitarian principles. 
Here, you give away your time, not your money. Each individual's  
influence is proportional to the work effort, not to power or  
social status. No one stands above the others; dugnad represents  
an egalitarian, non-hierarchical tradition. 

After World War II, as the welfare state took over responsibility 
for peoples´ lives, the dugnad has mediated civic commitment, 
a willingness to spend leisure time on tasks outside one´s own 
private or family sphere. Civic involvement also stands separate 
from tasks that are handled through profit-based solutions. The  
dugnad stands forth as a generalized term, not related to any 
specific task, organization or purpose. As a value-free tool, it can  
be used by all types of associations and collectives, independent  
of their goals and purposes.

Students of civic traditions like the dugnad should be aware of 
the difference between labels and the underlying phenomena 
that they cover. In most societies, various forms of unpaid, col- 
lective efforts can be traced, where residents come together to  
realize common goals. Such traditions exist with different designs  
and labels. If one intends to make an international comparison 
of non-paid, collective efforts despite different historical roots, 
it is necessary to identify a set of common concepts.

How do we separate the dugnad tradition from similar, civil 
traditions that room collective efforts? In Norway, the historical 

roots of the tradition differ from those of philanthropy and vol- 
untary efforts aimed at people worse off, traditions that have 
emerged from religious and humanistic obligations. Neither 
does the tradition of self-help groups, where individuals come 
together to solve their psychosocial problems, belong to the 
sphere of the dugnad. 

The dugnad tradition has existed as a tool for collectives for 
more than 800 years. But Norway anno 2020 is quite a different 
country from the years when Vikings ploughed the seas to con- 
quer foreign settlements. How has the dugnad tradition adapted  
to historical changes? In which ways do modern dugnads  differ 
from those of ancient times?  

THE ROOTS

The roots of the tradition can be traced back to pre-modern 
Nordic societies in scattered settlements. Norwegian farms were  
small, and at times, peasants needed more labour than family 
members could mobilize.  They could then call for assistance 
from neighbours who would provide a collective, unpaid  
effort, usually limited to one day´s work. The work-hours 
provided by neighbours created a “debt” for the receiver, an 
obligation to give a similar amount of unpaid work back, when 
needed. One day’s work usually ended with a meal, served by 
the receiving household. 

HÅKON LORENTZEN DUGNAD, THE NORWEGIAN FORM OF MUTUAL SUPPORT  
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Such mutual obligations among neighbours form the original 
roots of the dugnad tradition. The term can be traced back to 
the 12th century, but the tradition itself is probably older. The 
word is found in written sources from Iceland at around 1390 
and is derived from the Old Norwegian word, duge, which 
means to master something, or skill, as in the Old Norwegian 
word dug. From here stems the term, dugnađr, which means to 
deliver, or perform a skill (Fritzner 1973).

But the word is also rooted in the ancient word, dygd, which 
means virtue or deed.  The link between duge (work) and 
dygd (virtue) shows that virtue was not only justified through 
practice, but also rooted in moral norms. The virtue becomes 
visible through practice, and has, as such, no value of its own.  
Practice and morality are inextricably linked. 

The mutualism embedded in the dugnad can be described as 
deeds of necessity. At its roots, the necessities—the need for more 
labour than the farm itself was able to provide—came first.  
Then moral obligations were added, as a kind of superstructure 
or glue.  Religious norms of compassion, humanity or mercy 
were absent. Not so strange, since the dugnad emerged before 
Christianity came to Norway.

In pre-modern times, different terms have labelled similar prac- 
tices. In the Faroe Islands, the term, bønararbeiði, meaning 
unpaid work performed after a “prayer” from a neighbour, has 
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↖ Preparatory groundworks 
to build a cooperative in 
Høvik, Norway (1915). Photo: 
Unknown person, Oslo 
Museum CC BY-SA

↖ Laying of rooftiles through 
tekke-dugnad, Norway. Photo: 
Hvamstad, Per/ Musea i Nord-
Østerdalen CC BY-NC-SA 

← Mutual work in the 
building of a seterhus/log 
house, Norway (1921). Photo: 
Haarseth, Rachel; Musea i 
Nord-Østerdalen CC BY-NC-SA 
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Most often, they also share an element of mutual obligations. 
If someone in my household assists you, then my household 
can claim a similar amount of efforts from someone in your 
household. Obligations follow the farm, household or family 
and are not related to individual members.

The obligations of the organizer of the dugnad were carefully 
regulated. No one should provide more labour for anyone than 
what they would get in return. A “debt burden” in the form of 
outstanding work hours from one farm to another, was passed 
down from one generation to the next. If the Norwegian dugnad  
is unparalleled in many other European countries, it may be 
related to the absence of nobility, landlords and other patrons. 
In other countries they were the ones that organized labour when  
there was a need for a shared work effort. In Norway, farmers and  
fishermen had to organize these collective efforts themselves. 

In pre-modern times, a dugnad usually ended with a gildi—a 
guild—most often a meal for the workers, where alcohol was 
also served. The original Norse meaning of the word gildi is 
payment; the meal served as a non-economic allowance to 
workers involved in the unpaid efforts.3 This element can be 
found even today. Where youngsters need help to move their 
furniture from one flat to another, they can call for a dugnad. 
Friends come and give a helping hand, and  in return, they are 
served pizza and  beer. (Lorentzen and Dugstad 2011). The  
gildi – tradition is still intact after more than 800 years. 

3. According to Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guild) 

a guild means «.... an association of artisans or merchants who 

oversee the practice of their craft/trade in a particular area. The 

earliest types of guild formed as a confraternities of tradesmen, 

normally operating in a single city and covering a single trade».

been used (Østberg 1926) as an equivalent to the dugnad. In 
Finland a tradition called talkoot is described this way:

Talkoot is the cultural equivalent of common work 
in a village community, although adopted to the 
conditions in Finland, where traditionally, many 
families lived in isolated farms, often miles away 
from the nearest village (Häkli and Minka 2009).

In the United States, the tradition of barn raising seems to be 
more or less identical to the dugnad: 

The average barn raising took one to two days, 
depending on the size and number of people. 
Every abled bodied member of the community was 
required to help or face censure in the community 
if they didn´t have a good reason for their absence 
(Ensminger 1992).  

The examples illustrate that in pre-modern countries, a broad 
range of practices like building a barn together, pulling a large  
ship ashore, helping to harvest, fulfilling obligations to maintain  
a road, giving a hand in the arrangement of a wedding and the 
like, has been given different labels. Still, they cover activities 
with many common denominators: they were performed by 
community members as shared efforts with defined starts 
and ends, outside daily routines, as something extraordinary. 
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INDUSTRIALISM AND DUGNAD

During the phase of industrialism, the dugnad became an im- 
portant tool for emerging social movements and voluntary 
associations. From around 1840 onwards, modernization 
and industrialization paved the ground for social movements, 
organized along political, religious, humanitarian and other 
value-based lines (Try, 1989). 

Voluntary associations set a new framework for collective work.  
From being a tradition based on households, the dugnad was 
adapted by emerging civic associations. Members´ workforce 
was mobilized for common purposes, like building assembly 
halls and sports courts, arranging a festival, spreading infor- 
mation, recruiting new members and the like. Most often, the  
members possessed the necessary skills needed—the carpenter 
did the carpentry and the plumber laid the pipes. Within associ- 
ations, the dugnad developed into a membership obligation; 
If you become a member, you must be prepared to provide 
unpaid efforts for the common good (Raaum 1988).

 
DUGNAD AND INDIVIDUALISM

In pre-modern societies, civic engagement was usually value-
based, which means that a collective foundation of values   was 
behind shared efforts. Slow dissolution of such values and the 
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An important side effect of a gildi is the strengthening of social 
coherence and feeling of belonging within the community. 
Here, close ties and hence moral obligations towards neighbours,  
friends and other members of the community are confirmed and  
strengthened (Lorentzen 2007). 

Can the dugnad tradition in the middle ages be perceived as  
part of the voluntary work tradition?4 Probably not. Most often,  
the dugnad was surrounded by strict informal rules, at times also  
stated as formal laws. Both in the peasant community and later,  
the dugnad has often been woven into local culture as a duty,  
underpinned by strong expectations from neighbours and co-
dwellers. In a law text from 1276, the duty to perform unpaid  
work during skipsdràtt is stated.  When larger vessels were brought  
ashore, the whole male population of the community was obliged  
to give a helping hand (Storm/ Hertzberg 1895). We can observe  
that in later periods as well the boundaries between legalized 
and informal rules for participation were not too strictly drawn.

In some historical contexts, compulsory work and dugnad-work 
has overlapped. From the 16th century and up to around 1930,  
some activities formerly performed as informally regulated dugnad  
were transformed into compulsory labour by the authorities. At  
times, peasants were obliged to provide transport and maintain 
public roads (Johannessen 1995). But in general, the dugnad has  
comprised self-organized and self-regulated practices, without 
interventions from governmental authorities. 

4. «Voluntary work» in this context means unpaid, non-coerced  

efforts outside one´s own family, organized by a collective unit 

(a voluntary association, a nonprofit, a neighborhood collective, a  

cooperative and the similar). For a more comprehensive definition,  

see Kendall and Knapp (1996).
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emergence of multi- ethnic structures created new challenges 
for the dugnad. 

Today, lifelong loyalty to the community is replaced by indivi-
dualism and ideals of free choice. In which ways are these trends 
affecting the dugnad tradition? In light of ideals of individual 
realization of one´s own potential, one should expect that 
support for collective initiatives will gradually diminish. 

The dugnad tradition seems to adapt partly to new, individ- 
ualized attitudes.  Collective solidarity, where participants feel 
obliged towards each other, is gradually replaced by what´s in 
it for me—attitudes. Individuals who give unpaid efforts to a 
community project are motivated by what their efforts gain for 
themselves and their individual goals (Wollebæk Lorentzen  
and Selle 2000).

In modern societies, the integrating properties of formerly 
stable networks are reduced, and the number of connecting 
opportunities related to Internet and social media is increasing. 
As a result, now it is easier than it was before to recruit dugnad-
participants. But since participants are less loyal than they were 
before, it is also easier to lose them. Less “faithful” volunteers lead  
to higher turnover, less stability and, as a consequence, reduced  
social control. As a result, dugnad-projects seem to be more fragile  
than before. People are willing to give short-time, voluntary con- 
tributions, but more reluctant to take on long-lasting obligations. 

Another trend in modern societies is the replacement of unpaid 
labour with paid and professional work. The income dugnad 
is aimed at providing money to cover rising expenses for the 
association. Income-dugnads are organized as flea markets, book  
sales, café sales, and a growing number of service tasks: stock- 
taking, clearing, moving, distribution of brochures and cata- 
logues, security jobs at festivals and more. These activities are 
usually performed by volunteers, and the income is used on 
professional labour working for, or within the association. 

CONCLUSION

Can we trace common, identifying elements of the dugnad 
tradition through the centuries? The tradition seems to  
emerge where the following  conditions are present: 

Where a feeling of belonging exists among inhab- 
itants, neighbours, friends or people sharing common 
interests or beliefs. Most often, dugnads emerge where 
people regularly meet face-to-face, and an element  
of stability exist; 

Where collectives intend to realize something that is  
in the interest of most members. like building an as- 
sembly house, cleaning the streets, arranging a sports 
competition or collecting money for a good purpose; 

A

B
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dugnad practices. Here, social control was secured by means  
of collective norms.  

As money economy through the centuries gradually replaced 
household economy, purchase of paid labour became an alter- 
native to unpaid exchange of voluntary efforts. The dugnad 
sustained its strong position because most people were still  
poor, and dugnad continued to be the most attractive alter- 
native. In the Norway of today, the dugnad emerges where 
collectives do not find sources to fund activities or projects  
they want for their local community. 

Today, collective spirits and individual gain stand forth as the most 
important “triggers” for dugnad efforts. Large sports and music 
events, municipal “keep the city clean” campaigns and similar 
activities can mobilize thousands of volunteers in joint efforts. 

With the tension between ambitions and economic ability  
as a starting point, it is easier to explain the dugnad´s survival 
through the centuries. Most often, the tradition is activated 
where someone within an integrated community is passionate 
about achieving something that cannot be financed directly 
with private, commercial or public contributions. It also requires  
an element of cohesion and community-feeling among those 
who are asked to do unpaid work. Strong agreement on political  
or ideological values does not seem to be required. But partic- 
ipants must be able to realize the common interest in a joint 
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Where collectives decide to perform jobs needed them- 
selves, rather than buy labour from external actors. In  
pre-modern times, labour markets were absent, monetary  
economy was weak, and exchange of goods and services  
took place within household economies. Here, the in- 
centives for getting things done by applying the dugnad 
were strong. In modern, European societies where welfare  
states take care of people´s life conditions, incentives are  
weaker. But still we can trace groups and associations with  
ambitions larger than their financial muscles. For these, the  
dugnad represents one method of transforming members´  
unpaid efforts into common goals; and,

Where collectives possess necessary tools for exerting 
social control over members. Dugnad-efforts take place 
on a voluntary basis and free-riders will undermine the 
collective spirit among members. Most often, collectives 
will exert informal, negative sanctions on members that 
shy away from their obligations. At times, sanctions can 
be formal: if you don´t contribute you will have to pay a 
higher membership fee. 

In pre-modern, Nordic societies, the dugnad emerged as a way of  
providing more labour than households were able to mobilize 
from family members. The “deed”, or the collective spirit which 
gradually came to embed the tradition, emerged from and within  

D
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effort, rather than acting alone. The dugnad, as a solution to  
a perceived problem, should appear as more rational than 
individualized solutions.  Which means that sustainable, moral 
obligations here, as in other contexts, are founded upon a 
rational ground. 
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In the Philippines, an image that is arguably the most repre-
sentative of the Filipino community is one where a group of 
Filipinos carry a thatched stilt house on their shoulders. This 
depiction often captures the spirit of bayanihan, a practice that 
refers to a communal voluntary effort that is done to achieve  
a common goal.
 
Bayanihan comes from an indigenous concept of support 
(Ealdama 2012) that is usually utilized by poorer communities  
in the country. Against a backdrop of poor governance and a  
high level of poverty incidences, bayanihan has become a 
natural mechanism when external support is limited, impelling 
Filipinos to rely on each other for survival.
 
Its root word is ‘bayan’, which means ‘nation’ in Filipino, thus 
invoking an essence of service and solidarity. Bayanihan is 
also frequently associated with the word damayan, which 
identifies the Filipinos’ capacity to be compassionate toward 
each other (Ealdama 2012). Typically, bayanihan is practiced 
without expecting a reward, but participants typically have  
an understanding that their selfless acts are not done in vain.

While bayanihan is a word in Tagalog, a language used by  
Filipinos from Metro Manila and southern Luzon, the concept  
also has counterparts in other Philippine languages: luyo-luyo  
in Albay province; suyuan, turnuhan, sosyohan in Quezon pro- 
vince; and, tiklos or alayon in Samar province, pagtambayayong 

in the Central Visayan language, and dagyao in Kinaray-a, a 
language in Western Visayas (Ealdama 2012).
 
The Kinaray-a word, dagyao, “creates the spirit that calls forth 
the will to serve, not to exploit; it fosters mutual helpfulness, 
not selfishness” (Ealdama 2012, 7), a definition that mirrors the 
essence of bayanihan. Despite the many permutations of the 
word, bayanihan, it has become a common language for the 
people across the Philippine islands, an intrinsic quality that 
connotes cooperative, collective action.

BAYANIHAN IN 
COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

Bayanihan as a type of cooperation often presents itself in times  
of extreme disasters. During extreme events such as typhoons, 
earthquakes, or floods, the community serves as the first re- 
sponders when State support is not readily available. Such is the  
case for the recent COVID-19 outbreak. The fragility of the Phil- 
ippine governance, and in effect the Philippine public health 
system, was laid bare, compelling civil society to heed the call 
of bayanihan, to take action where the State fell short. 

A wide range of donation drives and fundraising activities —  
from feminist collectives giving out sanitary napkins to vul- 
nerable women to transport groups providing bicycles for 
frontliners needing to get to work — started taking root.  

PORTIA LADRIDO COMMUNITY ORGANIZING, CULTURE AND GOVERNANCE
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These acts of social solidarity all show the intrinsic nature of  
bayanihan. When the Philippine General Hospital, the country’s  
largest tertiary hospital, was calling on the public for additional  
personal protective equipment, food, and other medical sup- 
plies, their promotional materials were all titled Bayanihan Na.  
Even Grab, the leading ridesharing app in the country, launched  
a program called GrabBayanihan, which featured a range of 
initiatives, such as providing relief goods to Grab drivers, 
deploying cars to help local governments in distributing food 
and medical necessities, and promoting small local businesses, 
among others. Online, one of the earliest and largest Facebook 
groups that sought to gather concerned Filipinos wanting to help  
other Filipinos fight the pandemic, named the group “Brgy. 
Damayan,” which connotes a community of people ‘leaning  
on each other’ or ‘damayan,’ a word often interchanged with 
bayanihan. Moreover, as the government tried to find its bearings,  
Congress and Senate both granted President Rodrigo Duterte’s 
request for additional powers that sought to help the govern- 
ment fight COVID-19 through a law titled “Bayanihan To Heal  
As One Act.” The use of the word itself, bayanihan, seemed to  
be crucial in calling forth a battlecry that is intimately familiar 
to every Filipino. 

Prior to COVID-19, the Philippines has had its share of state 
emergencies where bayanihan was widely practiced. In a 
research that was conducted in the province of Albay in the 
Philippines on post-disaster resiliency of a community after 

a typhoon, it was found that respondents were well aware that 
external support may or may not come, especially when the 
devastation covered several areas in the province (Barrameda 
2011). The province has a budget for disaster situations at the  
barangay level, and five percent of the Internal Revenue Allotment  
is allocated to disaster. But, the respondents of the research ex- 
pressed the fact that they were aware that the budget could not 
accommodate all residents of the barangay. Because of this, the 
members of the community turned to each other for support, 
economically and emotionally.
 
Through their own initiatives, the men in Albay assigned groups  
to visit each family to ensure that everyone was at ease and com- 
fortable. Once the community was told to evacuate their homes,  
women, children, and elderly members assisted each other to 
the evacuation centers, while other men organized themselves 
to patrol the community and monitor their surroundings to keep  
their livestock and valuables safe (Barrameda 2011). 

Bayanihan, although spontaneous, can be used in community 
organizing (Ealdama 2012). In Ealdama’s research that explores 
bayanihan as a form of social work, she says that community 
folk can be easily mobilized if participants are encouraged to 
work together to solve common problems.
 
Imbibing the bayanihan concept can also be a way for people 
to organize themselves, not just in times of disasters, but as a 
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way to assess and address their concerns (Barrameda 200). 
“Through the formation of strong organizations, resiliency 
of poor people can be strengthened,” and “the formation of 
strong organizations like people’s cooperatives or community-
based livelihood organizations can be a strategy in developing 
sustainable livelihoods” (Barrameda 2011).
 
Through community-led initiatives, Barrameda asserts that 
this could help strengthen people’s capacity and resilience. 
Practicing a community-centered initiative, via the exploration 
of bayanihan as a structural concept, is what the Philippine 
exhibition in Venice Biennale, titled Structures of Mutual 
Support seeks to understand. The project brought together 20 
community members of Brgy. Engkanto in Angat, Bulacan to 
attend two hours of workshop, led by architects Sudarshan V. 
Khadka, Jr. and Alexander Eriksson Furunes, for over 20 days, 
with one consensually agreed goal: to build a library.

BAYANIHAN IN ANGAT, BULACAN

When the volunteers from Brgy. Encanto first gathered, they  
had to decide among themselves what structure the community  
wanted and needed. There were various desires: a meeting hall, a  
playground, and a library, among others. “We really asked every  
household in our community. We did a survey, so everyone can  
have a say on what they thought was important to have in the  
barangay,” said community member Adelina Alvardo. “Through 

the survey, we found that almost all of us wanted to have a library.”
 
Mary Jane Lopes, another community member, said that having 
a library would be a huge help for her children. “When my kids 
have homework or projects for school, they usually have to leave  
the barangay to travel to the city center of Angat, Bulacan, and 
travel expenses can be quite costly,” she said. “It would really 
make a difference to have a library near our community, not only  
for the children, but also for adults, for people like me, who simply  
want to read books and learn.”
 
The workshops also required the volunteers to listen to all of 
the participants’ opinions, which was a vital, necessary step to  
arrive at a consensus. While it was a challenge for some members  
to speak up, not being used to having their voices heard by 
authorities, the workshops encouraged (or perhaps even forced)  
them to talk about what they needed, what they wanted, what 
mattered to them.
 
Giving the power of decision-making to the members also en- 
abled them to ensure that each of them had a stake in the project,  
since bayanihan could not be achieved when not everyone is 
invested in a goal. “Bayanihan, for me, is about working as one,” 
said Alvarado. “When even a single member is not cooperative, 
bayanihan wouldn’t function.” The project relied on a voluntary 
system, which means it is in accordance with the conscious will  
of the individual. Similar to many initiatives that depend on the  
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individual’s desire to take action, it is often hard to retain vol- 
unteers. However, with this particular project, the community 
members felt deeply connected and committed to the mission. 
Alavardo added, “We knew that all our efforts will amount to 
something because at the end of it all, we will have a library  
for the community. That has been our wish for so long.”

BAYANIHAN IN CULTURE, GOVERNANCE

While bayanihan is an ideal transaction in itself, bayanihan should  
not be content with community self-help projects (Ealdama 2012).  
Additionally, bayanihan should be able “to move people to chal- 
lenge institutions like the government to fulfill its obligation to  
respect the fundamental human rights of people” (Ealdama 2012).
 
This is in keeping with Structures of Mutual Support, where com- 
munity members in Bulacan felt needed, listened to, and most 
of all, recognized. They were not relegated to the sidelines; not 
passive members of the community, but rather active citizens 
that were able to build a structure they could call their own.
 
“We felt important,” shared Alyssa Antonio, also a community 
member of the barangay. “The architects could have just decided  
what to design and build. They could have just made the blue- 
print, but they didn’t. Instead, they chose to give the capacity to  
think and work to us. In that way, we felt special. We felt as though  
our ideas and opinions are important.”

This sentiment aligns with the ‘struggle for recognition’ ever 
present in human history, as theorized by German philosopher  
Georg Hegel. It was through recognizing the value of community  
members in Bulacan that their dignity, identity, and in effect, their  
human rights were upheld. This also reinforced the community’s  
freedom, which didn’t only mean being left alone by authorities 
(in this case, architects Khadka and Furunes), but also ensured 
their agency, the ability to exercise a share of power through 
active participation in self-government.
 
Jason Vitorillo, a lecturer at La Salle College of the Arts in Singapore  
whose research revolves around bayanihan as an approach to  
cultural governance, argues that the cultural governance in the  
Philippines adapts to Western perspectives, a top-down approach  
that needs to be challenged.
 
He said that cultural agencies such as the National Commission 
for Culture and the Arts (NCCA) act as an “architect of arts and  
culture” because it is this agency that sets the country’s cultural  
agenda. He added, however, that NCCA also follows a patron  
model. “It also follows the patron model because the government  
knows that it cannot fully support arts and culture in the Phil- 
ippines,” he said. “It engages and encourages other sectors or  
collectives of artists to basically do the work in order to empower  
or encourage other culture and arts agents.”
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He added: “As an architect, it’s a top-down model, but as a patron,  
it becomes a bottom-up model wherein it listens to the com- 
munities and asks them: ‘How do you want to conserve, develop,  
or preserve your culture?’ ”
 
In so doing, the centralized control of cultural governance that  
is apparent can be decentralized. This then can create a more 
democratic cultural process of governance, which then evokes 
the bayanihan spirit — one, when examined closely, is a practice  
where the power is not solely on one person or one group.

BAYANIHAN CONTENDING 
WITH POWER STRUCTURES

However, decentralizing power also has its limits. When power  
is broken down, it may be unclear to whom this power goes. 
Another complication that bayanihan has to come to terms with  
is the convoluted power structures that govern the Philippines.
 
Before the country’s independence, it was trapped in feudalism, 
a mode of governance influenced by the Spanish colonial admin- 
istration for over 300 years, and sustained in other forms by 
American rule for around 50 more years. Centuries have come 
to pass, but remnants of feudalism still persist in the country.

In a New York Times piece about peasant farmers in the Philip- 
pines, former Secretary of Agriculture Leonardo Montemayor  

(2019) says that the country is still a semi-feudal democracy. 
“We have a democratic veneer. We have judges, trials, and due 
process,” he says. “But the longer the due process takes, the 
longer it takes for a farmer to secure substantial justice.”
 
Writer Ruel Papa (2013) also agrees with Montemayor, arguing 
that the country “has been dominated for generations by 
socio-culturally feudal and economically colonial dynamics.” 
Additionally, he says that because of personality politics that 
dominates the country, local leaders refer to themselves as 
“fathers” or “mothers” of their constituencies.
 
Papa explains: “This attitude blots out something crucial —  
that in a genuinely democratic milieu, an elected local or national  
government leader is fundamentally a public servant. A demo- 
cratic political culture indicates leadership by a public servant and  
not the father or mother of a local or national government unit.  
A patriarchal or matriarchal government unit is obviously feudal.”
 
When this kind of politics and governance dominates the country,  
it is hard to separate its politics from cultural policy. Vitorillo ex- 
plains that the power complexity in cultural governance also 
comes from the Filipino attitude of wanting to look for a savior, 
often explained as a byproduct of centuries of colonial rule.
 
“It’s been cultivated for centuries. Whether you are in Manila 
or in the provinces, there is a need for someone to protect 

PORTIA LADRIDO COMMUNITY ORGANIZING, CULTURE AND GOVERNANCE



 57 

me, I need a protector. I need a public servant, the mayor, the 
governor, to protect me,” explains Vitorillo.
 
Except for the Spanish era, according to researcher Faye 
Caronan (2012), “Filipinos have also internalized a particular 
interpretation of the historical relations of the Philippines and 
the United States; it is a specific ‘institutionalized history’ that 
characterizes the United States as ‘savior’ of the Philippines.”
 
Vitorillo surmises that this need for a one true leader and savior 
is also still prevalent in the arts and culture sector. “Arts and 
culture is always asking, ‘Who are the experts?’ More often than 
not, it’s the agencies or authorities’ voice that gets heard,” he 
says. “But when we deeply think about who the experts are of 
one’s culture, is it these authorities or is it the community?”
 
Even when this question may not be readily answered, what 
holds true is that when a community is given the opportunity 
to be involved, its effects on its members are immeasurable.
 
“The most important thing about the whole experience is the  
concept of bayanihan behind our work,” says Lopes. “The library,  
like any material thing, may soon vanish. But the concept, the 
lessons we learned will always stay.” 
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TRADITIONS 
OF MUTUAL 
SUPPORT

Philippines Bayanihan 
Norway Dugnad Asturias 
Andecha Brazil Mutirão 
Chile Mingas East Africa 
Harambee Ethiopia Debo 
Estonia Talgud Faroese 
Bønararbeiði Finland 
Talkoot Hungary Kaláka 
Indian Shramdaan (श्रमदान) 
Indonesia, Singapore and 
Malaysia Gotong-royong 
Ireland Meitheal Japan 
Sogofujo (相互扶助) Lithuania 
Talka Latvia Talkot Mexico 
Tequio Cherokee Nation 
Gadugi Panama Junta Poland 
Tłoka Ecuador, Bolivia, Chile 
and Peru (Quechua) Mink’a 
Russia Toloka Rwanda 
Umuganda Serbia Moba 
Sweden Arbetsgille South-
Korea Pumasi (품앗이) Sudan 
Naffīr (ريفن) Vietnam (Tày) 
Đôi công Turky Imece 
Ukraine Toloka
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Words are concepts that capture an 
understanding of the world and make it 

possible for us to act on it. This chapter is 
a collection of concepts from more than 

20 countries, reflecting multiple historical 
and cultural understandings of mutual 

support. Each of these concepts belong 
to the place and the people who practice 
it, offering their own situated answer to 

the question “how will we live together?”

Alexander Eriksson Furunes  
& Sudarshan V. Khadka Jr.
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BRAZIL Mutirão

In Brazil, the word mutirão 
translates to a group of people  
that work in solidarity toward  
a common goal. This has been  
evident in past decades, partic- 
ularly in the favelas where the 
members of the community put  
their efforts together for their 
common well-being. Through 
collective mutirão action, neigh- 
bors pull their resources to build  
houses, roads, and access to 
off-the-grid services like water 
and electricity. 

VISUAL ESSAY TRADITIONS OF MUTUAL SUPPORT

↑ The Ikpeng com-
munity in celebration in  
front of the house they  
are building through  
pirono (the ikpeng  
equivalent of Mutirão)  
in Pawuru village. Xingu 
Indigenous Area, Mato 
Grosso, Brazil, 1990 
(Eduardo Biral, Instituto 
Socioambiental)

← In Brazil, a walk- 
way is upgraded by  
the members of the 
community. Jardim 
Nakamura, 2016 (Olhe 
o Degrau)

While modern times has an  
impact on the culture of mutirão,  
the concept is still alive within  
the people. Mutirão can still be  
seen through collective initia- 
tives like reforestation, home  
renovation, and road con- 
struction, and even in taking 
care of each other’s children. 
Through mutirão, there is a 
strong sense of unanimity that  
benefits each member of  
the community.
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CHILE Minga

The Chilean word minga means  
“exchange of help for benefit”. 
Observed mainly by the people  
of Chiloé, an island south of 
Chile, minga applies to tasks 
that help one’s neighbor or 
community, such as planting 
and harvesting crops or 
shearing sheep.

Minga also serves as the basis 
of the Chilotes’ tradition called 
la minga de tiradura de casas 

↓ In Tenaún, a Chilean 
village within the 
commune of Dalcahue 
on Chiloé Island, 
transferring a house 
from one location to 
the next is done with 
the help of community 
members. Chiloé, Chile
2010 (Rodolfo Pace) 

or the tug of houses. When a 
family wants to move, the men 
of the community would build 
a sled underneath the house 
using parallel beams running 
from front to back. Then they  
would line up oxen and harness  
them to pull the house to its 
new location. If needed, the 
men would also move the 
house onto a raft to be able  
to move it across the sea.
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FINLAND Talkoot

In Finnish culture, talkoot is  
the cultural expression of com- 
munal work. Tasks are either a  
common concern for a larger 
group of people or meant to  
help someone, such as the el- 
derly, with work that is beyond 
their capacity.While talkoot is by  
definition voluntary and unpaid,  
reward in the form of a meal 
and festivity, with music and 
dances, is given to those who

VISUAL ESSAY TRADITIONS OF MUTUAL SUPPORT

ECUADOR Minka

Minka is a communal form 
of labour practiced among 
the Quechua indigenous 
people of the Cañarí tribe 
in Ecuador. This tradition of 
collaborative effort ensures 
that the intended works 
are for the common good 
of the community, such as 
the construction of public 
buildings and infrastructure, 
and harvesting potatoes or 
other agricultural products.
It has also been practiced in 
the Andean highlands of  

↓ The Cañarí tribe, a 
part of the Nizag com-
munity near Alausi, 
Ecuador, has gotten 
together to dig a mas-
sive well on a mountain, 
which took only a few 
months to accomplish. 
Alausi, Ecuador, 2018 
(Latoya Abulu)

participated.In rural Finland, 
talkoot is mutual help given 
from farm to farm, with people 
doing laborious work such as 
cutting hay or picking berries. 
It has been adapted in the 
country’s urban setting as 
doing environmental work for 
the neighborhood, cleaning up  
common areas in housing com- 
plexes, or even helping friends 
or family move into a new home. 

 
 
Peru, Colombia and Bolivia 
for hundreds of years. Minka 
is based on trust, and all 
contributions are received 
with gratitude, regardless of  
their size. Today, minka is still  
the preferred strategy for 
completing small works in 
rural communities although 
contemporary iterations of 
this time-honored tradition 
have brought different and 
more complex forms  
of adherence.  
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↑ The main roof of a 
youth observatory is 
repaired by community  
members. Vähäkyrö, 
Toukola, 1932 (Finnish 
Heritage Agency)

→ Members of a 
village participate in 
hay gathering and 
the carrying in of 
hay. Hay gathering 
through the practice 
of ’kaláka’ involved 
both men and women. 
Méra, Hungary (today 
Romania), 1940 
(Hungarian Film 
Agency, Museum of 
Ethnography, Hungary) 

HUNGARY Kaláka

In Hungary, kaláka denotes 
“working together for a com- 
mon goal”. This tradition of 
mutual aid has been observed 
throughout the centuries, most 
especially in the country’s rural 
villages, through cooperative 
house building, harvesting, and  
even in taking care of the neigh- 
bor’s children. These arrange- 
ments are reciprocal in nature, 
often between blood relatives.
During the Soviet era, kaláka in 

 
the villages helped cushion the  
pressure of the failing state eco- 
nomic planning system. And 
while industrialization in the  
1950s and 1960s somewhat 
diminished the meaning of  
“community”, some local vil- 
lages still managed to retain  
the practice by way of helping  
build new houses for and sharing  
fruits from their gardens to com- 
munity members.
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→ Followers of 
Mahatma Gandhi 
come together to 
wash clothes for the 
village. Cleanliness 
and sanitation was 
an integral part of the 
Gandhian way of living. 
1912 (Gandhi Smriti and 
Darshan Samiti) 

↓ Villagers came 
together to collect 
donations and  help 
renovate a neighbor’s 
house. Yogyakarta, 
Central Java, Indonesia, 
1994 (Kim Hyung Jun)

INDIA Shramdaan (श्रमदान)

In India, shramdaan means a 
voluntary contribution involving 
physical effort. Shramdaan is 
made of two words. “Shram” 
means labour and “daan” 
means contribution. Examples 
of shramdaan include cleaning 
of lanes of villages by a group 
of people, cleaning of beaches, 
construction of temples or  
small village utilities. 

INDONESIA Gotong-royong

The Indonesian phrase gotong- 
royong can be roughly translated  
to “mutual help and sharing of  
burdens”. The tradition and the  
term, shared by Indonesia’s  
neighboring countries, Malaysia,  
Singapore, and Brunei; this con- 
cept is rooted in the kampung  
(community) spirit and people’s  
adherence to traditional Java- 
nese culture that put emphasis 
on the village’s overall welfare 
more than on an individual’s 
material wealth.

Gotong-royong is a central 
tenet of Indonesian life, from 
simply cleaning the village’s 
surroundings to resolving  
conflicts to rendering aid and  
counsel in times of need. It prof- 
fers the ideas of volunteerism, 
shared responsibility, and reci- 
procity, with the objective of 
attaining a common goal and  
without expecting anything  
in return.
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← Villagers came 
together to collect 
donations and  help 
renovate a neighbor’s 
house. About twenty 
villagers participated  
in the process and it 
took only three hours  
to accomplish the work. 
Yogyakarta, Central 
Java, Indonesia, 1994 
(Kim Hyung Jun)

↓ Villagers cut turf 
using the communal 
work system of Meitheal. 
Farranlateeve, Co. Kerry,  
1947 (Caoimhín Ó Dana- 
chair, National Folklore 
Collection, University 
College Dublin)

IRELAND Meitheal

An Irish term for “work team, 
gang, or party”, meitheal 
describes the cooperative 
labor system in Ireland where 
neighbors reciprocally help 
each other with harvesting 
crops and other heavy sea- 
sonal tasks. It is a crucial 
feature in Irish society and is 
still practiced particularly in the 
rural areas. In modern times, 
meitheal could be helping out 
one’s neighbor to decorate a  
home, or neighboring farmers  
working together to harvest  
and bring in silage in exchange  
for food and drinks. At its heart  

is the concept of community 
and mutual support in respon- 
ding to each other’s needs, 
with everyone involved acting 
as a team and benefiting in 
one way or another. Moreover,  
despite individual differences 
in age, gender, and creed, 
meitheal espouses inclusivity 
in diversity, as well as the 
formation of friendship and 
respect among community 
members. In its very basic 
meaning, meitheal is the Irish 
expression of the universal 
exercise of cooperation as  
a response to social need.
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JAPAN Sogo-fujo/ Yui

Sogo-fujo (相互扶助) is a  
traditional practice of mutual 
trust and aid in the close-knit 
Japanese community.  During 
the Tokugawa (Edo) period, 
neighbors relied on sogo-fujo 
to sustain themselves under 
conditions of great hardship.  
It is a social value based on  
the reciprocal concept in which  
every member of the community  
looks after each other. This rela- 
tionship between members 
is expected to create a ripple 
effect leading to a peaceful 
and united community.

The concept of sogo-fujo is not  
only preserved in the country- 
side. In fact, a much more inclu- 
sive sogo fujo is applied and 
used in everyday life in urban  
Japan with its rapid urbanization 
since the Tokugawa era. Its es- 
sence is used by organizations  
in humanitarian aid, reaching 
out to whoever is in need of 
assistance. After the 1995 
Kobe earthquake, sogo-fujo 

 
was used to carry out 
emergency-care operations 
and create partnerships, all 
based on mutual assistance.

An important aspect of the 
sogo fujo concept of human 
relationship is the idea of 
equality and symbiosis—not 
only in human-to-human 
relations but also those 
between humans and nature.

Based on indigenous com- 
munity terminology, the term  
yui (結) is used to refer to pre- 
modern agricultural society in  
Japan. For instance, the local  
community of the huge thatched  
roof houses in Shirakawa-go, 
which is listed as one of the 
UNESCO world heritages, 
together with Gokayama in 
Toyama Prefecture in 1995, 
still keeps the mutual support 
system for rethatching, repair  
and other kinds of maintenance  
needed within the community.

↑ Gassho-zukuri, a 
house built of wooden 
beams combined to 
form a steep thatched 
roof, is constructed  
by participants that 
practice sogo-fujo. 
Shirakawa-go Village 
(Shirakawa Village 
Office)
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↓ After the Hokkaido 
Eastern Iburi Earthquake, 
the local community  
and volunteers, headed 
by Shigeru Ban, installed 
a relief facility. 2018 
(Riichi Miyake)
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KENYA Harambee

Literally translating to “all pull 
together” in Swahili, harambee 
is a Kenyan tradition of col- 
lective work meant to build and  
maintain a community. It often  
relates to assisting in heavy 
tasks that are difficult to do 
alone, from raising a barn to 
clearing trees and bushes 
to organizing fund-raising 
activities. Kenyan communities 
acted as extended families 
with harambee, providing free 
labor to build schools and 
cultivating farms.

↓ While screaming 
“harambee,” villagers 
managed to erect an 
electric post, bringing 
electricity to the area. 
Kenya, 2015 (Fernanda 
Kiehl & Tiago Ferraro, 
MondayFeelings.com)

KOREA Pumasi/ Dure

A combination of the Korean 
words pum (working) and asi 
(repayment or recompense), 
pumasi is the traditional 
custom of communal labor 
in the country’s agricultural 
society. Practiced mostly by 
families living in small rural 
villages, this exchange of 
work is done for the benefit of 
the community as a whole, 
such as in rice harvesting or 
kimchi making. It is a voluntary 
practice where the efforts 
of women and children are 
equally valued as that of able-
bodied men.

This old practice of returning 
borrowed labor is not so 
prevalent anymore as Korea 

moves to modernization and 
work is compensated through 
cash. Still, pumasi is evident in 
neighbors helping each other  
during local gatherings, wed- 
dings, and funerals.

Dure, which involves com- 
munal activities for the com- 
munity, was dominated by 
male villagers. It was mainly 
based on traditional division 
of labor between men and 
women. However, women 
can also organize dure for 
collective activities such 
as weaving. Dure includes 
collective plays (musical 
teams) and other collective 
activities (agricultural work).

Harambee is the official motto 
of Kenya, adorned on its coat 
of arms. While the concept has  
drawn criticism, being exploited  
as a tactic to further corruption 
for political gain, harambee 
nevertheless is an invitation to  
solidarity and collective perfor- 
mance of acts of kindness to 
bring people together in the 
service of others. 

↓ Villagers come 
together to participate 
in agricultural 
labor.  South Korea, 
1996 (National Folk 
Museum of Korea)
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← Villagers come 
together to participate 
in agricultural labor. 
Hongseong-gun, 
Chungcheongnam-do, 
1994. (National Folk 
Museum of Korea) 

↓ Men assist in the 
cleaning of an oven pit. 
Oaxaca, 2018 (Anna 
Bruce, www.annabruce.
photo) 

MEXICO Tequio

Tequio, from the Nahuatl or 
Aztec language that means 
work or tribute, is the tradition 
of communal work in Mexico. 
Practiced even before coloni- 
zation. It is  still being observed,  
especially by the Oaxacan and  
Mixtec-Zapotec tribes. This act  
of obligatory service is a funda- 
mental aspect of solidarity 
within the community.

Village life is based on mutual 
exchange, and community 
members are required to lend 
their resources for community 
work, such as building roads, 
schools, or irrigation systems. 
Those of legal age who can do 
manual labor must do physical 
work, while those unable to 
participate may pay a worker 
as their contribution.
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NORWAY Dugnad

Dugnad is the tradition of com- 
munal work that can be traced 
back to pre-modern Nordic 
societies. The word is derived 
from the Old Norwegian word 
duge, which means “help” or “be  
good enough” or “be useful”. It  
is also related to the word dygd  
or virtue. These two ideas bear  
the essence of dugnad, which  
is to contribute labor to achieve  
what is necessary for the good 
of all. Such tasks under the 
concept of dugnad are shared 
efforts, like helping in harvest, 

maintaining roads, building 
bards, or pulling ships ashore.

The concept of dugnad has 
been embedded in Norwegian 
culture as duty, with strict 
albeit informal rules and huge 
expectations from neighbors. 
It possesses an element of 
mutual obligation based on 
egalitarian principles--one’s 
influence is not measured by 
money or power, but by the 
effort exerted.

← Workers passing 
roof tiles to lay them 
on a roof in Valle in 
Aust-Agder. (Norsk 
Folkemuseum) 

↓ Tekkedugnad 
(Norsk Folkemuseum)
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PANAMA Junta

In Panama, junta means gath- 
ering or meeting. Activities are 
added to the word junta to 
indicate traditional communal 
work events. Tasks within this  
practice include Junta de Cortar  
Arroz (rice cutting), Junta de 
Embarra (building a house), and  
Junta de Socuela (clearing the 
ground before planting seeds).
One particular custom that cel- 
ebrates the spirit of community 

↑ Community 
members collaboratively 
building thatched-
roof huts in all the 
countryside regions 
of Panama. Veraguas, 
Panama, 2017 (Marino 
Jaén Espinosa)

↑ Villagers clean 
the roads to keep it 
accessible for the 
community. San 
Jeronimo Tecoatl, 2012 
(Ursula Hartig)

is the Junta de Cortar Arroz or  
the rice cutting meeting. Rice 
field owners would call for 
assistance during harvest time, 
which would be participated in  
by their neighbors or the whole  
town. Men would cut the rice by  
hand, the women would cook  
the day’s meal for the workers, 
and the children would carry 
the rice clusters and bring the 
water to the rice cutters. 
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↑ Community 
members participate in 
the transfer of a house 
from one location to 
the next.  Zamboanga, 
1902. (University of 
the Philippines Library, 
Filipinas Heritage Library)

↑ Bayanihan, Tuminobo, 
Iligan City, 1970. (Ayala 
Museum Research Team, 
Filipinas Heritage Library)

PHILIPPINES Bayanihan

From the Filipino word bayan, 
which means nation, town, or  
community, bayanihan literally 
translates to “being in a bayan.” 
 At its core is the spirit of com- 
munity and mutual cooperation 
to achieve a common goal.

Bayanihan has been practiced 
since pre-colonial times, specif- 
ically in the rural areas wherein 
the townsfolk, particularly the  
men, assist a family in moving 

 
into a new place—in the literal 
sense, carrying the entire bahay  
kubo (nipa hut) to a new 
location. In modern times, it’s  
still evident in Filipino culture, 
such as volunteering in disaster- 
stricken areas or collectively 
calling out against human rights  
violations. Bayanihan relies on 
the value of shared destinies 
and responsibilities, with no 
obligation of returning the favor.
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↓ At least 30 people 
were needed to transfer 
a wooden house in 
Maligaya Beach, Nasugbu, 
Batangas. This was made 
possible by villagers 
lifting the house through 
bamboo poles. Nasugbu, 
Batangas, 1972 (Ayala 
Museum Research Team, 
Filipinas Heritage Library)

RUSSIA Toloka and pomochi

Russia’s system of mutual 
assistance is called toloka, from  
the old Baltic-Slavic tradition 
of voluntary village work such  
as harvesting crops, refores- 
tation, and house construction. 
While the word bears the same 
meaning as “help”, it is thought 
that its first syllable came from 
the Old Prussian “talk” or labor 
repaid with a feast.

A similar concept is also known  
in the former folk culture of 
Poland and the Eastern and 
Central Europe: tloka, or a 
neighbor’s voluntary help in  
the field, rewarded with a 
feast. Tloka, however, is not 
limited only to community 
work; the act of collaboration 

is made to unify the spirit 
of the people against the 
hardships of life in general. 
While the practice seems to 
be declining due to changing 
times, it is still observed by 
members of a society as a 
basis for communal living.

Vladimir Dal, in his Explanatory 
Dictionary of the Living Great 
Russian Language, also used 
the word pomochi to denote 
collective action. The term is 
common in the northern and 
eastern parts of the Russian 
Empire and is the equivalent 
of toloka used in the south 
and in the west Tver and 
Novgorod regions.
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← The artel, a co-
operative association 
that existed in the 
Russian Empire and the 
Soviet Union, gathered 
together to do field work. 
1931 (Arkady Shishkin, 
Collection of Multimedia 
Art Museum, Moscow)

→ Rwandese people 
participate in the 
national clean-up day. 
Gacurabwenge, Rwanda. 
(S. Forster)

RWANDA Umuganda

A Kinyarwanda word meaning 
“coming together for a common  
purpose to achieve an out- 
come,” Umuganda is a national 
holiday in Rwanda that takes 
place every last Saturday of 
the month. Long practiced in 
Rwandan culture as an act of  
communal assistance and 
solidarity, it has become a 
mandatory event since 2009 
with the aim of promoting 
unity, peace, and prosperity 
throughout the country. During  
Umuganda, able-bodied 

 
citizens are required to partici- 
pate in civic duties from 8 to  
11 AM, that include public clean- 
up, environmental protection, 
and sometimes infrastructure 
development and repair. Certain 
parties have called out on this 
practice as forced labor, since 
non-participation would result 
in steep fines or arrests by the 
police, but the government 
has expressed support for 
Umuganda as it has helped 
improve Rwanda’s cleanliness.
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SERBIA Moba

In Serbia, up to the middle of  
20th century in rural areas, there  
was the cultural practice of  
(voluntary) mutual assistance  
called moba. In moba, members  
of a village help each other 
finish large works in a short 
time in agriculture (e. g. wheat 
harvesting), in the household 
(e. g. processing of wool) or 
work for the common good  
(e. g. road or irrigation building). 
Moba was always finished with  
a ritual feast for all participants.

Parallel with moba is pozajmica  
which requires strict reciprocity  
in exchange of human (and 
animal) labour for different works  
in agriculture and in household. 
These traditional cultural institu- 
tions highlighted collectivism 
of the village community, contri- 
buting to integrity and identity of  
village members and facilitated  
efficient functioning of the village  
community by fostering equality  
and respect of its members.  

SUDAN Naffir (رڍۏذ ) 

The Arabic naffir describes 
specific practices of communal  
work in the northern and  
western parts of Sudan. It may  
refer to the formation of a group  
to do tasks that would benefit 
an individual, such as house 
building, who is expected to 
return the favor in the future. 
Or it may also allude to labor 
activities that benefit one’s 
community, like helping during 
crop harvesting.

Regardless, naffir is meant  
to bring the neighborhood 
together to fulfill a particular 
task or goal. Once work is  
completed, celebratory food  
and drinks are served espe-
cially to those who did the 
heavy lifting.

← ↑ ↑ Villagers 
accomplish agricultural 
labor through collective 
work. Gruža, Petrović, 
1928 (Petar Ž. Petrović, 
Ethnographic Museum  
in Belgrade).
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CHEROKEE NATION Gadugi

In Cherokee language, gadugi 
means "cooperative labor" or  
"working together" in a com- 
munity. Derived from the 
Cherokee word, gadu, which 
translates to “to eat bread," 
gadugi refers to a group of 
men or women who gather to 
do heavy tasks like harvesting 
crops, cutting firewood, and 
tending to the elderly or sick 
tribal members. It is a long-
standing Cherokee ethic of 
community service based on  
“political, ethical action, also 
folds in the honoring and 
respect of traditional ways of 
knowing.” A feast after every 
joint work party is an important 
part of the tradition. The Snow- 
bird Cherokee of today still 
practices gadugi through 
building schools, playgrounds, 
and other communal facilities. 
Helping neighbors in house 
repairs, organizing a rescue 
squad in times of need, and  
raising funds to pay for funerals  
are other forms of gadugi done 
in modern times.

USA Barn raising

Barn-raising is a tradition of 
cooperative work observed 
by agrarian groups in 19th
century America. As barns 
grew in size and importance 
in the farm, constructing them 
became a festive community 
event. The men would work 
together to raise the bents 
or the large wooden frames 
of the barn using ropes and 
pikes. The women, meanwhile, 
would gather and prepare the 

dinner feast to be enjoyed after  
the barn’s skeleton was erected.  
The advent of mechanical con- 
struction equipment and the 
price increase in land in the 
20th century led to the decline 
of the celebration of barn-
raising. The Amish community 
still practices this, however, 
especially when barns acciden- 
tally get burned down or when 
one of their members would 
start up farming.

This chapter was manifested through our col- 
laboration with experts, diplomats, government 
workers, cultural workers, scholars, journalists, 
photographers, curators, artists and architects 
who have generously provided us with the details  
and images we need for our research. The Philip- 
pine Pavilion is grateful for their generosity, and  
openness to share their wisdom and work in order  
for Structures of Mutual Support, our exhibition at  
the 17th Venice Architecture Biennale, to be able  
to accurately capture and portray the various 
iterations of mutual support around the globe. 

↑ Barn raising, circa 
1900s (Old Paper Studios)
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In a world faced by increasing social 
and environmental challenges it 
becomes increasingly important 
to ask the question: how will we 
live together? However, rather than 
focusing on the answer itself, we 
believe the most critical questions 
relate to the way solutions are found, 
proposed, negotiated and acted upon. 
Mutual support is a tradition that 
predates the market economy, offering 
a cultural platform to deliberate and 
take collective action. It exists in 
multiple forms around the world and its 
principles are rooted in empathy, care, 
and seeing ourselves in one another. 

Contributions to this catalogue include 
two in-depth accounts of bayanihan 
and dugnad by Greg Bankoff and 
Håkon Loretzen. Leika Aruga reflects on 
self-organized spaces as alternatives 
to the market-driven globalization 
project, while Portia Ladrido explores 
the many ways bayanihan is enacted 
through community organizing and 
democratic cultural process.


