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Getting the Church on board: 

Frame-bridging in an agrarian 

reform campaign in the Philippines

Lennart Niemelä

In 2007, farmers from Sumilao in the Mindanao province of Bukidnon 
walked 1700 km from their homes to the capital, Manila, in an attempt 
to win back the 144 hectares of land that should have been distributed to 
them via the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP).1 Not 
only were they successful, but their victory was perceived as a landmark 
event by the people in the agrarian reform movement. Identified as a case 
that would be able to set a policy precedent, the Social Movement Orga-
nisations (SMOs) involved with the farmers had intentionally set out for 
the campaign to symbolise the struggle for agrarian reform nationally, and 
“Sumilao became a poster boy for the CARPER issue” (Chan-Gonzaga, 
interview 2009). The Sumilao Walk affected how later campaigns were 
organised, in particular the likewise successful 2009 national CARPER 
(CARP Extension with Reforms) campaign, but it also inspired similar 
action at a local level, eg by the Banasi and Calatagan farmers.2 

This study aims at understanding the processes behind the mobilisa-
tion strategies that formed the basis of an ultimately successful campaign. 
Conclusively, the Sumilao campaign led to two important outcomes: 
strengthened horizontal relationships in civil society between agrarian 
reform oriented SMOs, and increasing cooperation between the agrarian 
reform movement and the Catholic Church. This paper will develop on 
the latter outcome.3

According to Kamrava and Mora (1998), representatives of, for 
example, the Church could be in a strategically beneficial position to 
facilitate resources for a social movement. The Catholic Church in the 
Philippines did not take a leading part in pushing for land reforms in the 
past, so from the viewpoint of the SMOs, it was not expected to offer 
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any support. So how was it possible that the Church repositioned itself 
during the Sumilao campaign?

Theory and method

Collective action frame theory, as systematised by Benford and Snow 
(2000), was used to address the social movement setting of the study. 
For this paper, the derived concepts of motivational framing and frame- 
bridging will be central to the discussion.

The study upon which this paper is based was formulated as a unique 
case study, resting heavily on in-depth interviews with various actors in 
the agrarian reform movement and a narrative analysis of the transcribed 
material.

The farmers and the Catholic Church

Although the Catholic Church had locally been involved with the Sumi-
lao farmers since 12 years before, when they were first approached by 
the farmers, up until The Sumilao Walk, their involvement had been 
limited to spiritual support (Ledesma, interview 2009;  Chan-Gonzaga, 
interview 2009). It was not expected of the Church to offer assistance in 
terms of space and issuing statements (Bag-ao, interview 2009). Initially, 
focus was on other NGOs and farmer’s organisations that the farmers 
met with prior to the walk, asking to hold forums and receive accom-
modation in the provinces that they would pass. Involving the bishops 
was an initiative from the farmers, who felt that the Church had been 
supportive ever since their hunger strike in 1997.

Bishop Ledesma from the archdiocese of Cagayan de Oro, the first 
major city in the walk, and Bishop Pacana from the diocese of Malayba-
lay, to which Sumilao belongs, are Jesuits, and as such they made use of 
a Jesuit network that could facilitate the walk (Bag-ao, interview 2009; 
Chan-Gonzaga, interview 2009).

The walk made the issue personal. When the farmers went from one 
parish to another, from one diocese to another, speaking to the bishops, 
they were no longer reduced to the abstract notion of a ‘farmer,’ but 
became each a face and a name of a person fighting for his land (Chan-
Gonzaga, interview 2009). Cardinal Rosales had previously been bishop 
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in Malaybalay and therefore knew the area and its farmers. The Cardinal’s 
engagement in the farmers’ cause sent a signal to the Church in general.

The Sumilao campaign opened up for an educational process on agrar-
ian reform within the Church, between bishops, as the farmers managed 
to talk to a third of the dioceses in the country during the walk. This 
facilitated an opening up for discussions on the issue of CARP within the 
Church, because the farmers were not only bannering the local disputed 
144 hectars, but also the agrarian reform extensions, CARPER. This 
consequently led to the provincial Superior defending the call for agrarian 
reform at the Association of Major Religious Superiors. 

In 1992, bishops and lay people held the Philippine Plenary Council 
of the Philippines II (PCB II), during which it was stated that the Church 
would be a Church of the poor, taking their needs into consideration and 
encouraging the rich to share their resources with them (Chan-Gonzaga, 
interview 2009). The PCB II is likened to Vatican II, which, with the 
1968 Bishop’s Conference in Medellin, led to the Catholic Church 
adopting a social justice agenda (Kamrava and Mora 1998).

A J Ledesma (interview, 2009) states that supporting the rural poor 
and landless and pursuing agrarian reform is a way for the Church to 
reiterate its position as a Church of the poor. I J Chan-Gonzaga (interview, 
2009) further accentuates this by saying that: “this is the first time the 
Church was able to say that we are still pro-poor”. Chan-Gonzaga (ibid) 
continues by explaining that there is a need for doing so as the Church 
perceives its major criticism to be that it has forgotten ”how to mingle 
with the poor” and that it has “become too comfortable having dinner 
with politicians and landlords.” 

The engagement of the Church in the local Sumilao farmers’ case, 
which developed into an engagement in the national CARPER issue 
later on, was thus aided by an already existing social justice paradigm.

Active Non-Violence

Prior to the fall of the Marcos regime in 1986, both civil society actors and 
the Catholic Church were deeply involved in the people power movement. 
During that time, a series of workshops promoting Active Non-Violence 
(ANV) as a method for activism were carried out, and both Church and 
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civil society actors partook in those workshops. This directly affected the 
Sumilao farmers; the initiative for a hunger strike – as opposed to the 
community organiser’s suggestion to take up arms – in 1997 came from 
a farmer leader who had taken part in the ANV workshops (Banzuela, 
interview 2009). AJ Bag-ao (interview, 2009) mentions that there were a 
number of inspirational sources: the leaders had all gone through a peace-
building formation program; some were inspired by “The salt march” 
– a movie on Gandhi – and there were already talks about an ‘exodus.’

Motivational framing and frame bridging

Motivational framing provides adherents with a vocabulary for engaging 
in collective action and for sustaining participation, and is articulated 
as severity, urgency, efficacy and propriety (Benford and Snow 2000). 
Applying these vocabularies provides an understanding of how the Church 
was motivated to act:

Frame-bridging is a process which links “two or more ideologically 
congruent, but structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular 

Severity Urgency Efficacy Propriety

The Church felt a
need to improve
upon its reputation
as a Church of the
poor.

The Sumilao
farmers’ campaign 
opened up an
opportunity for the
Church to show
itself as a Church of
the poor.

There was a Jesuit
network to facilitate
immediate action.

According to the
social justice 
agenda introduced
by Vatican II and
the 1968 Bishop’s 
Conference in
Medellin and further
developed for the
Philippines in PCB
II, it was the duty of
the Church to be
pro-poor and to
seek to resolve
social justice
 issues. Agrarian
reform addressed
both issues of
poverty alleviation
and the right of
land to the tiller.
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issue or problem” (ibid, p 624). According to Benford and Snow (ibid, p 
617), although SMOs may share a common goal, what usually separates 
them is when they formulate their prognostic framing, what needs to be 
done to reach that goal. The ANV frame was already shared by actors 
in the agrarian reform movement and members of the Catholic Church 
since the mid-1980s. This study argues that frame-bridging between the 
agrarian reform movement’s agrarian reform frame and the Church’s 
social justice frame was facilitated by having a common method as an 
intermediary frame.

Conclusion

Getting the Church on board proved instrumental for the Sumilao 
campaign’s success. The Church managed to provide a platform of polit-
ical support for the farmers’ cause and logistics for the 1700 km walk. 
Building bystander support was also facilitated by having the Church 
as an ally, considering that Catholics constitute a large majority in the 
Philippines. The Sumilao campaign set in motion a process of consolida-
ting support from the Church which would continue during subsequent 
farmers’ campaigns and later the CARPER campaign.

The Church felt motivated to involve themselves in the farmers’ 
struggle for land, articulated as a vocabulary of severity, urgency, efficacy 
and propriety.

This study argues that one of the key elements for the successful 
frame-bridging between the agrarian reform frame and the Church’s 
social justice frame, ie what made interaction and cooperation possible, 
was the intermediate Active Non-Violence frame. Since the mid-1980s, 
this method of conduct was shared by both actors in the agrarian reform 
movement and members of the Catholic Church. As SMOs often differ 
from each other when it comes to the prognostic framing task, this 
study can arguably highlight the importance of shared methods in frame 
bridging processes.

Notes

1.  Due to an unfortunate mistake, this article does not appear in the printed version of 
the book;  we are, however, pleased to be able to include it in the web version. The article 
is to be regarded as part of the session on Religious discourses in Asia. Editors’ comment.



2. This article is a condensed version of the author’s master’s thesis in Asian Studies, 
Lund University, which is published as a working paper in Niemelä, L., 2010. WALK! 
Framing a successful agrarian reform campaign in the Philippines. UKM Ethnic Studies 
Papers, No. 11(September) and as an article in Niemelä, L., 2010. WALK! Framing a 
successful agrarian reform in the Philippines. Philippine Sociological Review,  vol. 58.

3.  The processes that led to the Sumilao farmers’ walk and an analysis of these processes, 
of how other farmers’ groups were influenced by the campaign, and of the Sumilao 
campaign’s relation to the later CARPER campaign are discussed in detail in the original 
paper upon which this is based.
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