FEATURE

Imagining the Transition:
Towards Restoration or Transformation?

MARICRIS R. VALTE

The era of post-authontaran transiven (n the Fhifippines marks a peniod of
searching 4 thaand ef the Cald War and. the apparent demise of state socialism
necessitate 8 "garadigm shift” and an alternative secial order. An assessment of the
newy Fobes vatious actors in the broad mass movernant play in the demogratization
process iz, therefane, in arder, as these so-called change agents continue to shape
the kind of dermocratic transition taking place in the rridst of a de-idecloginng
political arena, In recognition of the naed 1o redefine rofes and. red|rect progressve
efforls, the grassraots rcverments nesd ta attend 1o gueres of paramount
Impartance: (1) therale of clazs politics in the contaxd of the curent realties; (2)
the extent to which the democratic ‘space may be ulllized without having 1o
compromise the gopular movements” carmitreent to the papular struggie; and (3]
the current nations regarding the state, that s, whether or not stale power should
ba seized, To raflect on these issues |5'to shed light cn two fundamental issues:
:unr‘mntlngmpularr‘rmwnm in the-changed political conddtion: whether i join
the mainstream for the eventua! craation of a new solitical and ecenarris Groer, of
1o formidlate a new framewnrk for csrr;.-lng olt raumal stm-:turﬁl Charge,

Introduction

“Democratization” first became a buzzword in the late 1980s, when
powerful surges of collective people's action overthrew authoritarian
regimes or compelled them to open up the pelitical sphere to forces that
‘advocated ragime-change and even contested state power. Most, if not
all, af these regimes had owed their longevity and sufvival principally to
massive American military and economic aid, as a reward for having been
sturdy ramparts of anti-communism. At the same time, many authoritarian
regimes adhered 1o a debt-driven, expart-oriented economic program
that resulted [n the marginalization of a vast segment of the population.
Domestic resistance was thus galvanized not only on account of the
regimes’ oppressive character, a resistance that also acauired an anti-
imperialist characterwhere the populace saw that these regimes’ survival
partially stemmed from American support, but also for the massive
poverty that resulted from skewed economic policies. As a slccession
of dictators fell from Argentina to South Korea, "democratization” meant
aresounding rejection of autheritarianismas aninstru mentfor generating
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B Given the diversity of political political stability and economic
development — though not necessarily

; as a tool for perpetuating American
on the heals of authoritarianism's geopolitical interests,

and economie forces: unieashed

collapss, defining: the "post-

Given the diversity of politizal and
econamic forces Unleashed on the heels
necessarlly accompanied by a  of autharitarianism's collapse, defining
cacophony of yoices articulating the “post-authoritarian tran?ition" was
necessarily accompanied by a cacophony
of yoices-articulating discrete and often
interasts, ganflicting  interests. To the

disenfranchised sections of the elite, the:
problem was how to restere economic and political privileges. To the
military, the imperative was how to avert a situation where it would be
forced to awn up to its repressive past, even as it sought to regain
legitimaecy as protector of freedom and constitutional demecracy. To the-
people’s movements that fought the longest and the hardest against
authoritarianism, only the implementation of exhaustive reforms that
rectify econemic and political inequality would make for an acceptable
transition period.* :

authoritarian fransition® was

disgrate and often conflicting

In another part of the world, democratization was slowly being:
Introduced in Stalinist socialist states, beginning with the Saviet Union
under the leadership of Mikhail Gorbachev. His policies of Slasnost
("openness”) and perestroika (“reconstruction”) signaled formal, party-
led attemnpts at loosening state control of Soviet pelitical and economic
life. This is nat to say that the need for democratization in the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe was recognized solely by the likes of Gorbachey
or by his ideological foes; on the contrary, many left-wing intellectuals
and activists from within and without had been calling for greater
damiocracy within these states,

However, the collapse of the Soviet Union and its satellite-countries
and the fall from grace of hitherto popular revolutionany movements like
in Nicaragua on the one hand, and the institutionalization of market
reforms in China and Vietnam on the other, lent a different color to
"democratization.” Alongside Jubllant cries over "the end of history” that
met the demise of state socialism, the clamor for a “paradigm shift” —
associated with the conviction that old dualities as capitalism/socialism,
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elite-domination/papular democracy and the like-are de ad— reverbarated
in riany parts of the world. The calls became inereasingly widespread and
terms like “globalization” and “new warld order” became the principal
elements of post-Cold War discourse.

In the Philippines as elsewhere, the "crisis of the paradigm shift”
wrought havoc on the Internal cohesion of left-wing ideologies and
programs that before were unquestioned. Similar ta the former socialist
states in Eastern Europe; calls for in-depth discussion and debale over
revolutionary framework and strategy as well as demands for internal
[(CommunistParty) demoeracy actually predated the end of the Cold War,
However, the prolonged retreat of revolutionary politics seems o have
shaken deeply whatever faith remained in the validity of lefi-wing
alternatives, if not in vision then in palitizal practice.

What is perhaps more disturbing s the fact that as necliberal
concepts of economic and political relationships enjoy Unchallenged
supremacy in. global discourse, left-wing or anti-capitalist thearizing of
alternative relationships seems to have retreated even further. These

left-wing advocatesincreasingly speak the
same language and have gradually |ost
the characteristic elements that had sharply
distinguished them from defenders of the
dominant order.

This. paper |ggks &l Lhe “pusls
authoritanan transition” In the Philipplines
asaprocesswhereby popularar grassroots-
based movements influence the butcome
towards the eventual creation of an
alternative order. Thus, its interest lies in
inquiring. into ‘the direction of palitical
struggle in the light of radicalisny’s retreat.
Specifically, the paper will attempt to
examine, albeit cursorily, popular or
Erassroots movement-based efforts at
defining the “dermocratic transition™ and
the dilemmas confronting such efforts in
the: context of an Increasingly “de-
idectogized” political arena, At the base of

| However, the collapse of the
Soviet Union and its satellite-

countries and the fall fram grace

of hitherto: popular revolutionany

moverments like i Nicaragua on

the one hand, ‘and ‘the
institutionalization of market
reforms in Ghina and Vietnam on
the other, lent-a different color 1o
"demuocratization.” Alongside
jubilant cries over “the end  of
historny® that met the demise of
state sociallem, the clamar for a
"paradigm shift” [reverberated in

many. parts of the warld.)



B |n the 10 years since the fall
of the Maros dictatorship, much
effort has been Invested into
analyzing the post-authortanan
order and identifying the critical
alements of a “democratic
transition® in the Philippines.
Immediataly after the EDSA
revolution, soma left-wing groups
readily discussed alternative
ldeologiss and programs In
fleshing out prospective dirsctions
of the post-Marcos transition,
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the discussion Is the assumption that,
notwithstanding - changed paolitical
conditions and the retreatof anti-capitalist
radicalism, atheory of sacial transfanmation
{which some call "empowerment” and
others “liberation”) must govern political
struggles under the “transition period” i
the grassrools movements are to continue
playing the role of changde-agents
advocating a more desirable social order
rather than reformers of an essentlally
inequitable one. To recast Lanin's: oft-
repeated assartion, withollt any theory of
transformation, there can be no polltics of
transformation.

Mew Roles for Old Actors:

The Popular Movement Redefines Itself

In the 10 years sinte the fall of the Marcos digtatorship, much effart
has been invested into analyzing the post-authoritarian order and
identifying the critical elements of a “"democratic transition” In the
Philippines. Immediately after the EDSA revolution, some- left-wing
groups readily discussed alternative idesiogies and programs [n flashing
out prospective directions of the post-Marcos transition:? But such faith
in the viability of these alternatives gradually waned as the progressive
marginalization of radical, especially anti-capitalist, rhetoric and doctring
cast a cloud of doubt over the legitimacy of these left-wing groups’
existence. Nota few activists have agonized over how 1o rationalize thejr
continued. advocacy of socialism In the post-Cold War era. Others, by
contrast; prefer not to discuss socialism at all.

Different analyses have been advanced to account for the ratreat of
the progressive moverment, and proposals raised as to the kind of political
intervention that may be taken by the Philippine Left, particularly to
refinsinuate) ltsell into the mainstreéam of Philippine society. Within the
Leftitsell, varous sectars have called for “multi-prongad strategles” that
would suit different levels of struggle. Outside stnctly left-wing formations,
tacit assurnptions about the need to “de-ideclagize” the popular struggle
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appearto be shared by principal actors and observers, albeil no attempt
io debate the guestion has been made thus far.®

A section of the Left increasingly sounds like other actorsin the bread
people's movement — largely composed of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and people's organizations (POs) —when speaking
of “ststainable development,” "gender equality,” “good governance,™
“social reforms” and “safety nets” as essential components of genuing
democratization of the economic, political and social spheres. This may
be a positive development in thal, on the one hand, departure from a
doctrinaire stance enables the Lefl to' appreciate different levels of
enEagement. even as other actors broaden the concerns of popular
struggle and consequently develop new forms of pelitical mobilization. On
the other hand, the situation also begs the question of where all such
struggles are leading in terms of a coheslve framework for radical change.
While some left-wing formations have taken tentative steps towards
defining the longer-term direction of theirstruggles and advocacy, efforts
seemito be motivated by pragmatic considerations maore than anthing
alse,

While it may be argued that the period

af “transition” s also a period of searching
for and (hopefully) developing new
narratives of social transfarmation based
on changed conditions of society, there
appears to be- no sustained attempt at
examining such conditions towards
developing a new framework for
understanding reality and, more important,
defining a soclal and political agenda that
transcends orthadoxy and 'still addresses
fundamental problems in society.

Iranically, while most movement actors
concede that the reorganization of
economic and political institutions through
deregulation, decentralization and other
factors is definitely redefining the arena of
engagement,* the responses to unfamiliar
conditions swing from ene end of the
pendulurm to another.

B But such faith In the viability
of these altermatives gradually
wared as the progressive
maftginalization of radical,
espacially anti-capitalist, rhetoric
and doctrine casta cloud of doubt
over the legitimacy of these left-
Wing groups’ existence. Not afaw
activists have agonized over how
te rationalize their continued
advocacy of socialism in the post-
Cold War era, Others, by contrast,
prefer not to discuss socialism at

all,
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A broad section comprising NGOs, POs and certain sectoral formations
(e.g., environmentalist and women's groups) is: pushing the limits of
"democratized” spaces to influence exgcutive and legislative agenda
towards the adoption of progressive policies. That these groups have
made headway in varying degrees of success on issues of social and
political reform as well as specific sectoral concems is undeniable; the
capability to strongly articulate interests through people's action within
or outside state mechanisms has made them a significant peolitical actor
relative to other grassroots movernents.® Especially for NGDs, one soure
of strength in articulation and advocacy of specific interests lies in
community-levelexperiments in alternative political and socio-economic
relationships. These experiments not only provide first-hand knowledge
of the neads and sentiments of constituencles but, more impartant, allow
proponents and advecates to canceptualize concrete, immediate
alternatives 1o specific social prablems. However, the guestion still
remains as to the extent of these groups' capacity 1o link specific
problems -and Interests to |arger Issues of structural change and
democratization of power relationships in all spheres, and to the need for
a long-term vision that would guide current practice.®

For its part, the movement's left-wing section (known as the
“ideciogical  bloes") is mounting a bid to break into the political
mainstream. Cognizant of the increased

B [Tlhe lackef a thoroughgoing
aszessmant, not just of strategy
and tactics, but of social and
poiitical changes obtdining
presently, and the absence of a
theoretical framewark that would
guide political practice under
radically different conditions: beg
the guestion of whethar this is
another short-lived, ons-shot
political expenment that does not
raally fit into the idealogical bioes

grand schema,

importance of parliamentary struggle, the
dernocratic socialists, social democrats;
pepular democrats and a segment of the
“rethinking™ national democrats have
banded together and set up a mass party
as-a cencrete step towards contesting
state power through formal institutions.
However, the lack of a thoroughgoing
assessment, notjustof strategyand tactics,
butofsocialand political changes obtaining
presently, and the absence of a theoretical
framewerk that would guide political
practice under radically different conditions
beg the question of whether thisis another
short-lived, one-shot political experiment
that does not really fitinto the ideclogical
blocs’ grand schema. Thatindividual actors
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in the party have not resclved for
themselves basic ideological issues that
would necessarily affect their conduct in
this new form of struggle is symptomatic of
the larger ideological debility.®

Atthe same time, questions related to
experiences of other left-wing parties
abroad have vet to be threshed out. For
one, o what extant will the AKSYON Party
aspire to be a “catch-all” mass party

B |n all these efforts at finding:
new roles to play, the different
movermnent actors rarely intermct
with one another to weave
disparate . concerns jnie &
cohesive and mutuallhy enhancing
social and political aganda. Part

af the problem lies in conflicting

which, while attracting constituencies views of how the broad

outside specialinterest groups, will notfall
into the trap of blurring its electoral agenda _
to the point of being unable to distinguish ~ Must be Torged.

itsell from other political parties (besides

tejecting “traditional” politics, at any rate)? What role will organized
constituencies — NGOs, POs anddifferent masas movement compenants
— take in the conduct of the party? Are these other actors limited to
Incarporating their respective interests into the party platform, orwill they
be taking a proactive stance in the leadership. organizing constituencies
for the party aswell as raising funds for it? Will the organized constituencies
determine the direction of the party, or will these be Important only In
hauling In the resaurces and the votes? What characteristics does the
AKSYON party imagine itself to be acquiring eventually, In terms of
currently existung models (e.g., the Briush Labor Party, the Northern
European social-democratic party, the Southern European social
democratic party, the social movement-turned-mass party such as the
different Greens parties, the US Demacratic Party)®?

The mass movement s still groping fora way out of the "expose-and-
oppose™ tradition towards a more ‘effective intervention, even as it
remains caught up In old modes of thinking insofar as developing
strategies for influencing state policies is concerned. A good example is
the labor movement, which. has not gone beyond predictability in
maintaining legistated wage increases as its basie advocacy and seasonal
political call {i'e., every May 15t), No attempt has been made to examine
the deepening recrganization of production towards non-factory-based
and/or relatively specialized, capital-intensive arrangaments, assess the
Impact of such reorganization on production relations, and contribute to

movement's intemal relationships
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the formulation of modes of struggle suited to changes taking place
within the economy and especially the labor market.’® Instead, most
leaders have comtented themselves with state-centered modes of
struggle that alternately appear anachronistic in form and parochial In
interest. In the light of privatization and deregulation of vital industries,
and the restructuring of broader economic arrangements, organized
labor is reduced to Insignificance even in Its limited goal of protecting
workers in a “formal” sector that Is increasingly appropriating “informal”
characlenstics.

In all these efforts at finding new roles to play, the different
movement actors rarely interact with one another to weave disparate
goncerns Into a eohesive and mutually enhancing soclal and political
agenda. Part of the problem lies in conflicting views of how the broad
movement's intemal relationships must be forged. For example, tha
debate over autonomy of NGOs, POs and the women's movement from
the idevlogical blocs remains to be resolved in 8 manner acceptable to
all partles concerned. As it happens, disagreements over how specific
Issues should be addressed are seldom discussed without degenerating |
Into a spectacular display of political immaturity, thereby aggravating
disunitywithin the ranks. Conflicting perspectiveson levels and parameters
of engagement with the state, and the concomitant divergence in
- practice, have created an internal

B Withthe Ramos administration,
the people's movement faces a
regime that possesses Jegitimacy
and capability to carry out
modemizing prgams based on
its own vision of development.
[Tlhe current administration
enjoys the advantage of
undartaking its mission at a time
when no force in society can
corvineingly challenge its vision

and present a credible atemative,

dichotomy between movementactars who
ars elosa to — orwithin—the mainstream
of public discourse, and those in the
margins. Such dichotomy is aided In. no
small way by the unwillingness of
movement actors to transcend their circle
of like-minded Ideologues and
personalities, and enter into a healthy
debate with others across the broad
peopla’s movement.®

Defining the "Transition";
To Join the Mainstream
or To Replace It?

With the Ramos administration, the
people’s movement faces a regime that
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possesses legitimacy and capability to
carny.out modernizing programs based on
its own vision of development. While a
perusal of its programs reveals nothing
much that is radically different from
previous regimes' developmental
objectives, the current administration
enjoys the advantage of undertaking its
mission ata time when no force in society
can convingingly challenge its vision and
present a credible alternative.

Ir addition, the Ramos administration
also possesses the flexibility to
accommadate popular demands even to
the extent of postponing major decisions
if only to minimize, if not avaid popular
outtage.?® Its propensity towards

19

®  Many guestions that relate to
the respective histories of
movement actors  remain
unanswered: What role g left of
class politics? If there is, how is
thiz to be played out ina panorama
dotted by the proliferation of non-
class-based struggles? To what
extent can demogratization of
BOONOMIC and political
relationships be deepenead,
without defining an altemative -

framework far social

“consultation and summit politics” lends.  transformation?

an image of prudence and sensitivity to

people's interests, which deflects scruting of policy Impact on long-term
interests and welfare of the majority. State recognition of “civil society”
as a partner in development, ca-optation of a language originally borne
out of grassroots struggle against the state and all that it represented,
and an accommaodating attitude towards "people’s participation” in state:
bodies, tend to blur the distinction between state and nan-state agenda

of democratization and empawerment.

This is not to disparage the efforts of grassroots movements,
especlally the NGOs, without which government will not be pressured inta
addressing certain issues of social reform and political democracy.
However, within the context of a "crisis: ovet paradigms” amid the
conselidation of a neoliberal economic and political order, what is
“progressive” is increasingly defined in "user-frigndly” terms (g.g.,
"sustainable development”) whose ideological vacuity makes it easy for
various Interest groups to appropriate 0 pursuit of their own designs. Al
best, the situation'may lead 1o the dilution efa definitive people’s agenda
that poses an alternative to the existing order, At worst, it may result in
acceptance of the view perpetuated by some quarters that a state-
capital-civil societyl menage a trois is the most effective means of
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pushing social reform and development agenda within the prevailing
system.

On the part of the ideclogical blocs, the pararmount issue appears to
be that of maintaining political relevarice. The decision to veer away from
a purely class-based politics, by setting up a mass party, is less a sign of
flexibility than a manifestation of the extent to which it has been
consigned to the margins. The subject of electoral struggle has beena
part of left-wing discourse since the fall of the Marcos, within the context
of assessing the utility of the “democratic space” in furthering a
progressive agenda. More than a decade hence, the shift to electoral
struggle is no longer simply one of the many choices open to the Left, but
appears to be the sole alternative. This, not only because of different
political conditions, but especially on account of confusion as to what role
' is left to play by ideological blocs when other elements of the broad
movement are building their own niches — no matter how limited — in
so far as demoeratizing society and influencing the contours of soclal
development are cancerned.

At the bottom of all these concems that movement actors must face
in van;lng degrees is the pro blematique of articulating issues that have
acquired different forms under changed conditions, advocating alternative
responses that take into account objective trends in the field, and finking
the concrete problems of the here-and-now to a more abstract vision of
sociely. Weaving all this into a relatively cohesive framewnrkis a task that
has yel to begin.

Conclusion

To many movement actors, the ideological crisis has provided an
excuse for avoiding a hard-nosed assessment of where they wish to take
their struggles, given that the search far a new paradigm remalns
unfulfilled. To some, it has encouragad new political practices without the
benefit of clarifying the objectives of such practices, short of an implicit
assumption that all this weuld somehow lead to a more desirable,
altermative order. In afew cases, the impasse has provided an unmistakable
conclusion that no radical alternative can ever be posaed to capitalism,
and that the more urgent task is to lay the ground for the integration of
the majority through social and political reforms.

Many questions that relate to the respective histaries of movement
actors remain Unanswered: What role (s left of class politics? If there is,
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how is this to be played out in a panorama dotled by the praliferation of
non-class-based struggles? To what extent can democratization of
economic and political relationships be deeperned, withoul defining an
alternative framewerk for social transformation? As a corollary, to what
extent can the grassroots movements push their respective agendas
within existing institutions, without legitimizing the overall system that
they had committad to eppose? More pointedly, what notions of "state
power” can be applied to changed political conditions; how can It be

sgized and for what purpose; or should it be seized at all?

While the answers to these guestions may be long in coming, the
broad people’s movementwill nonetheless have ta face these eventually.
Sweeping these issues under the rug and taking consolation in the
thought that “at least, we are doing something concrete” do not help at
all in clarifying “what we are here for.” Confronting these g uestions may
lead 1o the formulation of a new framework for radical change, or the
rafinement of the dominant framework forordering political and econamic
relationships. Either way, intellectual and political honesty about where
ane stands s better forthe purpose of redef Ining positions and directions.
This, instead of assuming that all movement actors commonly possess
alternative visions of social orderor share essentially the same  progressive”
agenda, and practicing politics in a listless drift that leads to nowhere. é
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