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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU RUN A COUNTRY LIKE A CORPORATION: 
A PRIMER ON THAILAND’S POLITICAL CRISIS
Alec Bamford & Chanida Chanyapate*

moulds and while the boom of the 90s lasted, played the 
palsy-walsy mutual back-scratching game of the Sino-Thai 
capitalist elite.  But while Thaksin and his telecoms empire 
emerged from the 1997 economic collapse relatively un-
scathed, Sondhi�s publishing group was deluged in debt.  
But so were many others.  All you needed was a pet banker 
to bail you out.  Unfortunately, when Sondhi tried to pull 
his strings, he had them cut off by Thaksin.  

In his scorned fury, Sondhi seems to have gone for broke.  
Anyone in the reporting business will stumble across cor-
porate shenanigans even without looking for them, and so 
Sondhi has been able to expose a steady drip-feed of cor-
ruption scandals involving Thaksin, his family, and his busi-
ness circle.  

The 1992 pro-democracy protestors were known as the 
mobile phone mob.  Sondhi�s following is an e-mail mob.  
Mostly urban, mostly middle-class, mostly well-educated.  
Not above �ddling their own income tax, they can still feel 
outraged when it is revealed that Thaksin�s kids, through a 
complex maze of dummy companies, have sold Dad�s old 
assets for 73 billion baht (about US$ ) tax-free.  

The people at Sondhi�s rallies tend to have a high opin-
ion of themselves, and love nothing more than �knowing� 
things that haven�t appeared in the media.  This could be 
genuine information that�s been censored.  But a large part 
of it is rumour-mongered hogwash and nobody can really 
tell which is the gold and which the dross.  All in all, not the 
people who are going to take lightly someone calling them 
�stupid�, which is exactly how Thaksin described them.

THE ASCETIC
Sondhi gained an aura of righteousness that he could never 
earn for himself when he was joined by Maha Boowa and 
his followers.  Maha Boowa belongs to a tradition of forest 
monks in the north and northeast of Thailand.  Very strict, 
very clean, and in his case, very nationalistic.   

While Thaksin can claim that Sondhi is motivated from jeal-
ousy, and many can easily believe that the pair of them are 
as bad as each other when it comes to shady dealings, Maha 
Boowa lends the anti-Thaksin forces a moral legitimacy.

THE ERSTWHILE MENTOR
The anti-Thaksin movement began to look like an irresist-
ible force when Chamlong Srimuang weighed in against 
his former protØgØ. Chamlong, a former military Young 
Turk and born-again Buddhist, set up a political movement 
(movement, note, not party) in the 1980s that would bring 
Buddhist morals into Thai politics.  Chamlong was elected 
as Bangkok governor on a wave of �anti-politics� enthusi-
asm, and eventually decided to transform his movement 
into a party.  He cast about for support and found some in 
a fast-rising business tycoon.  This was Thaksin�s �rst public  
involvement in politics.  It wasn�t altogether happy.  A fool-
hardy promise to solve Bangkok�s traf�c mess in 6 months 
was typical of the Thaksin style.  Headline goals, hopelessly 

when that got yanked off the air, a series 
of rallies organized by Sondhi Limthong-
kul.  Sondhi and Thaksin are from similar 

Thailand�s progressive and democratic civil soci-
ety has joined calls for the ouster of the Prime Min-
ister.  Nothing unusual about that, until you realize 
that alongside the NGOs, academics and grassroots 
organizations are a bankrupt ex-crony, a born-again 
soldier-cum-politician-cum-guru and his outcast Bud-
dhist sect, one of the most devout, ascetic and nation-
alistic of the mainstream monks, and even a previous 
military dictator who was himself hounded from of-
�ce 14 years ago.  
And the besieged Prime Minister can claim thumping 
majorities in two elections that were as free and fair 
as you�ll get in Thailand, and he has been cleared of 
wrong-doing by the courts.
Meanwhile, one of the more dangerous members 
of the serving military is making threatening noises.  
And the palace is busy sending not-so-covert signals 
that His Majesty Is Not Amused.  
In this precarious situation of daily mass rallies and 
counter-rallies, how come the NGOs that we know 
and love �nd themselves on the same side of the bar-
ricades as the forces of darkness?  Welcome to the Byz-
antine world of Thai politics.  We begin with some ...
BACKGROUND
You�ll never get Thai politics unless you grasp certain ba-
sic principles.  Maybe the most important is that policies 
very rarely matter (in fact, PM Thaksin Shinawatra has to be 
credited for introducing into Thai politics the idea of cam-
paigning on a set of policies and, even more remarkably, 
actually trying to implement them once elected).  What is 
crucial is personalities or, more properly, personal relation-
ships.  

CIVIL SOCIETY
Now the components of �civil society� in Thailand are un-
usual in that they are actually opposed to Thaksin on prin-
ciple.  They deplore his trampling of human rights in the 
war against drugs of 2004 (2500 corpses and no account-
ing) and in the violence in the south.  They rail against his 
creeping control of the media, especially when he decided 
to sue one of their own for 400 million baht  for saying what 
everyone knew - that his business empire has �ourished 
apace during his premiership.  And they are exasperated 
by the arrogance of Thaksin�s simple-minded recipes for 
self-aggrandizing success in dealing with issues like poverty 
.  Partly because they focus on issues, not individuals, and 
partly from their long-held decision to stay away from party 
politics, they have had precious little effect and on their 
own would be no more than a minor nuisance.
It�s the other players that provide the good copy.

THE EX-CRONY
The current crisis has been cranked up by a TV show and, 



3

unrealistic time-line, oodles of PR , but in the end a result 
that �atters to deceive.  

THE ESTABLISHMENT WITH A CONSCIENCE.
One of the turning points that helped draw a sharp line 
between two intransigent camps was the declaration by a 
group of political science deans that Thaksin�s premier-
ship lacked legitimacy.  This wasn�t predictable vitriol from 
known antagonists.  This came from the establishment elite 
(one of whom oversees the education of Thaksin�s daugh-
ter).  Similar petitions, letters and declarations from the 
great and the good have followed.

THE TARGET
Thaksin has again and again demonstrated a thin-skinned 
contempt for anyone who dares cross his path, from the sol-
diers killed on a raid on an army arsenal which kicked off 
the latest bout of insurrection in the south (�they deserved 
to die� for failing in their duty, according to Thaksin) to 
international calls for investigations of gross human rights 
abuses (to which he responded �the UN is not my father�).  
This has provoked in his opponents expressions of naked 
hatred that are just not normal in Thai politics.

Now the motives of many of the anti-Thaksin forces are 
fairly transparent.  Sondhi wants revenge; Chamlong wants 
repentance; the middle-class wants less corruption; and a 
variety of PMs-in-waiting want their turn at the trough.

But civil society wants more than a simple righting of per-
ceived wrongs.  The key is this question of legitimacy and 
it all goes back to the 1997 constitution, and what Thaksin 
was able to do with it.

THE PERVERSION OF POLITICAL REFORM
Thailand�s best constitution by all accounts (and we�ve had 
a fair few in years past) was passed in the aftermath of the 
1997 economic disaster when con�dence in the political 
establishment was at a very low ebb.  This allowed an amaz-
ingly liberal document to emerge from the temporary vac-
uum.  

The constitution drafters were trying to do two things.  One 
was to set out some basic rights, and to establish mecha-
nisms for their enforcement.  Now there are glitches.  You 
can�t, for example, stand for parliament unless you have a 
university degree, which effectively bars a vast majority of 
the population.  But in the main, a good job done.

The second task was to correct some of the perceived �aws 
in the previous political structure.  Onto the scrap-heap 
went a bizarre 3-members-per-constituency system that 
seemed to serve no purpose other than to make vote-buy-
ing something that could be calculated to two decimal plac-
es.  Stricter rules on party membership made it harder for 
politicians to hop from party to party (the scandal of vote-
buying was dwarfed by the far more pernicious - and more 
expensive - MP-buying).  A party-list system introduced a 
degree of proportional representation.  

In all, strong parties and one-party governments, a la West-
minster model, were made much more likely, and shaky co-
alitions with no interest beyond self-enriching survival were 
to be a thing of the past.

To prevent a strong party from becoming a parliamentary 
dictatorship, the constitution mandated a raft of indepen-
dent agencies, selected and largely overseen by the Senate.  
And the Senate was, for the �rst time, to be an elected body, 
and apolitical.  No party members allowed, campaigning 
restricted to name, profession and educational quali�ca-
tions.  

The �rst Senate elections in 2000 should have given warn-
ing of how the best laid plans can go wrong.  No politicians 
could stand.  But wives and brothers and henchmen could, 
and got elected.  The new National Election Commission 
did its best and one province had to vote �ve times before 
the result was allowed to stand.  But by the time Thaksin was 
winning the �rst House election under the new constitu-
tion the following year, the rot had set in.  

The checks and balances that the new independent agen-
cies were supposed to provide were blocked all along the 
way.  Enabling legislation was delayed and nobbled.  Selec-
tion procedures were highly questionable.  And once in of-
�ce, many of those selected covered themselves in inertia 
and incompetence.

When the �rst pugnacious National Election Commission 
came to the end of its term, one commissioner had his ap-
plication for re-appointment rejected on the grounds he 
�lled out the form incorrectly.  The head of the new do-
nothing NEC was a retired military of�cer who had himself 
been yellow-carded in the Senate elections.  The National 
Counter Corruption Commission was �red en masse for 
corruptly giving themselves a pay rise.  The appointment 
of the National Broadcast Commission has been repeat-
edly halted by improper procedures, and is now over six 
years overdue.  The �rst person in charge of the Freedom 
of Information legislation was removed because he ordered 
a university demonstration school to give out more infor-
mation than was good for the reputation of its well-heeled 
clients.  

When the right people were, somehow, appointed, their 
work was still impeded.  The National Human Rights Com-
mission, probably the only agency left doing its job as in-
tended, is required to report annually to the government.  
Thaksin has simply refused to accept their reports.  When 
the Auditor-General got too close to some cases of corrup-
tion involving Bangkok�s new airport, a technical error was 
suddenly discovered in her appointment over two years ear-
lier.  She was suspended, but she carried on.  Her pay was 
stopped, but she carried on.  Eventually they changed the 
locks on her of�ce.

THE SUPREME INSTITUTION
In this case (and in the attempted re-appointment of the 
National Counter Corruption Commission) the shenani-
gans were stopped by action from the palace.  Or, more 
precisely, by inaction from the palace.  When a new Audi-
tor-General was selected by the Thaksin-compliant Senate, 
the King simply didn�t sign off on it.  

The protestors on both sides of the dispute 
wave masses of national �ags.  Thaksin has 
always been quick to play the national card, 
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even though much of his business empire now operates 
overseas.  But his thunder has been stolen by the fact that he 
(technically, his children) sold their controlling stake in the 
�agship Shin Corp to Temasek, a corporation controlled by 
the Singaporean government.  This is instantly portrayed as 
�selling the nation� and no amount of high-minded letters 
to the press from capitalists pointing out that globalization 
works two ways will change this perception.  

Many of the anti-Thaksin protestors make appeals, often 
couched in indirect language, for royal intervention.  This 
has occurred before at times of national crisis and the King 
is seen by all as well above the fray, personally committed 
to the welfare of the nation, and hence as the institution of 
last resort.  

He is also known to be no great fan of Thaksin.  Even be-
fore the economic collapse he was proposing a �suf�ciency 
economy�, an obvious retreat from the globalization that 
Thaksin�s empire has embraced so whole-heartedly.  And 
His Majesty has repeatedly complained that his ideas have 
not been properly understood, and has twice given the PM 
a public dressing-down as part of his annual birthday ad-
dress to the nation.  

Since no political player dares to make a direct approach to 
the throne, delicate feelers have to be put out to members 
of the Privy Council, in particular two former military com-
manders (one an ex-PM).  The press can report that meet-
ings have taken place, but not a word comes out about the 
contents of the meetings.  

SO WHAT WENT WRONG?
In one sense, Thai prime ministers are dead easy to read.  
Just look at what their day job used to be, and you know 
how they�ll run the government.  Chuan Leekpai was a law-
yer, could never summon the vision to move beyond rules 
and regulations and lived in horror of the extra-legal �mob�.  
Banharn Silpa-acha was a provincial businessman and ran 
a semi-kleptocratic administration where coalition partners 
were paid to stay sweet, just like he used to buy public works 
contracts.  And a whole string of military PMs, some even 
elected, have tried to run the show by barking orders and 
expecting parade-ground obedience.

Thaksin is the CEO par excellence.  His cabinet is a man-
agement team and parliament little more than an unwieldy 
Board of Directors.  The tasks of government are to be ac-
complished by setting goals and deadlines (however unre-
alistic), sacking minister-managers who don�t perform, and 
declaring success however questionable the result.  He has 
no interest in a free press or the citizen�s right to know; he 
expects the media to function as a national public relations 
machine.  The laws of the land are viewed through a corpo-
rate lens.  If you don�t like them, then you get away with as 
much rule-bending as you can and when that still doesn�t 
let you have your way, just move the goalposts.

Voters are not citizens with rights, especially the right to 

think for themselves, but customers, to be 
cajoled, fooled and bribed into giving the 

Thai Rak Thai (Thais Love Thais) party maximum market 
share.  When Thaksin �rst set out his stall with his party, he 
did his market research.  He consulted widely, even among 
NGOs, wanting to know what the average Thai would �nd 
most attractive.  And he latched onto two issues that, sure 
enough, turned out to be vote-winners.

One is access to health care.  Every Thai can now get treat-
ment for no more than 30 baht per illness. (That is about 
75 cents US.)  This is a tremendous advance in human se-
curity and has genuinely contributed to the well-being of 
society.  Unfortunately, it is grossly under-funded and in im-
minent danger of collapse into a something like the previ-
ous two-tier system, but for most people it�s a huge plus in 
Thaksin�s favour.

The second issue is debt.  This is the modern plague of 
rural Thailand that is rapidly spreading into the cities.  For 
Thaksin, debt is a perfectly normal way of doing business.  
Early in his career, he was in serious trouble with his credi-
tors himself.  He honestly believes that by making credit 
easier to get, he is helping Thais become richer.  So his 
answer to the debt problem has worked both ways.  Debt re-
lief was attempted but never really got going since the worst 
debt was in private hands.  But debt expansion has been a 
rip-roaring success, no matter how many bankers go to bed 
with worried frowns each night.

These achievements, and his neo-feudal personal lar-
gesse, play very well in a society that has very little faith 
in a system of democratic rights and freedoms.  It is 
quite touching that so many commentators expect 
Thais to trust in democracy when no other Thai in-
stitution runs on democratic principles.  Private busi-
nesses don�t; the elephantine government bureau-
cracy doesn�t; schools, armies and monasteries don�t; 
most families don�t.  For many Thais, the dubious 
�freedoms� of democracy are best exempli�ed in the 
chaos of Bangkok�s traf�c.

Far better to hanker after idealized reminiscences of pre-
vious �strong men�, dictators who broke the rules but got 
things done.  If Thaksin can make billions for himself, then 
no matter how he managed it, he�s obviously got something 
and it�s wise to hang on to his coat-tails, earn a few hundred 
baht for turning up at his rallies in a silly hat, and hope for 
more goodies down the line.

There are disaffected sections of society who will never vote 
for Thai Rak Thai: the families of assassinated drug �sus-
pects�; chicken farmers whose �ocks were culled in Thak-
sin�s duplicitous mismanagement of the avian �u outbreak.  
But these are isolated grievances that can be safely ignored 
in a political-cum-advertising campaign designed for the 
masses who prefer the �big people� to make the decisions 
while they �ght the day-to-day struggle for happiness, peace 
and security.

So Thaksin�s plutocratic legitimacy is not related to any 
moral stature.  His professional status is based on his un-
apologetic knack for amassing personal wealth.  His politi-
cal success is measured by �19 million votes�, as he repeat-
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edly reminds everyone.  He believes he has a right to rule, 
not because he is morally good or wise (although no doubt 
he considers himself as exemplary in both �elds), but be-
cause he is a winner.  For example, although he once in a 
while goes through the motions, he gives no appearance of 
even the remotest interest in the teachings of Buddhism.  

This is why the thinking elite of Thailand have turned on 
him.  The man has reduced the nation to the status of a 
company which may have an airy-fairy mission statement 
but whose major goal is money-grubbing.

But what comes after Thaksin?  Political reform in the form 
of constitutional amendments is accepted as inevitable by 
just about everyone.  But even if this can be done, and it 
can be done right, it will merely increase the opportunity 
for good government.  It can never close the door on bad 
governors.  And there are plenty more where Thaksin came 
from.

* Alec Bamford is a teacher and writer. He has lived in Thai-
land for more than 30 years working in linguistics, commu-
nity development and human rights. Chanida Bamford is a 
senior associate with Focus on the Global South.

THE BUSH-MANMOHAN NUCLEAR 
COMPACT: HEIGHTENING 
INSECURITIES IN SOUTH ASIA 
AND BEYOND
Varsha Rajan Berry*

UNITED States President George W. Bush�s visit to 
India and Pakistan (1-4 March) came at a time when 
he is dogged by domestic controversies, his stock back 
home is crashing and there is wide spread resistance 
to his policies not only in the US but across the world. 
An important element of the Bush administrations 
agenda to win legitimacy for its policies is to bring 
more allies on board and this is where a more-than-
willing India makes its entry. The Manmohan Singh 
Government keen to get into the US scheme, with 
little regard for the traditional principles of non-align-
ment on which India�s foreign policy has hitherto 
been based. This deal has wide-ranging rami�cations; 
in the realm of geo-politics, third world solidarity and 
trade and development. This article attempts an anal-
ysis of the implications of the �rst aspect. 

The fallacies of the Bush administration and its hege-
monistic agenda are well known.
Little is known, though, about India�s perceptible shift 
towards the US. 

Both major political parties, the Indian National Con-
gress (INC) and the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP), seem 
to believe that the Bush administration�s policies co-
incide with India�s long-term interests. Prime Minster 
Manmohan Singh calls it  �enlightened self-interest�. 
After the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) govern-
ment assumed of�ce in May 2004, there were expec-
tations that the foreign policy would undergo some 
major shifts, and it did, only for the worse. The In-
dian vote at the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) Board of Governors meeting in November 
2005 is an illustration. Faced with sanctions, Iran was 
counting on active support from the non-aligned 
bloc. India, which used to consider Iran a �strategic 
partner�, voted with the US and the European Union. 
Only Egypt demanded the whole of West Asia be de-
clared a �nuclear weapons free zone�. Indian of�cials, 
on the other hand, echoed American concerns, stat-
ing that they do not want �another nuclear power in 
the neighbourhood�.
 
The BJP has now come out in full support of the In-
dia-US nuclear agreement and the vote against Iran 
at the IAEA meeting in the �rst week of February. 
The India National Congress party (know commonly 
as Congress) �nds the pro-US shift in 
foreign policy bene�cial for some short-
term gains! 
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According to reports, the Bush administration has offered 
close bilateral strategic ties in the short term. In the me-
dium term, the two countries will be partners in the �war 
on terror� and in the long term, according to US of�cials, 
India will be given the �privilege� of being a part of the pro-
posed anti-China coalition.

It is important to understand Bush�s visit, the protests and 
the joint statement in this political context. The Joint US-
India statement issued after the meeting between President 
Bush and Prime Minister Singh on 2 March clearly re�ects 
the Indian approval of the principles on which the US he-
gemony is established globally. 

The �ve sections, in which the statement is divided, are: 

- �For economic prosperity and trade� (commitment to cor-
porate interests).
- �For energy security and a clean environment� (code for 
an energy alliance).
- �For innovation and the knowledge economy� (code for 
sustaining scarcity).
- �For global safety and security� (that is, global interven-
tionism).
- �Deepening democracy� (that is, �nancing regime 
change). 

THE UNCLEAR (NUCLEAR) DEAL
George W. Bush arrived in India on the 1 March, but much 
had preceded him. For example, the hype created by the 
media over the �historic visit�. And the whole retinue of 
US of�cials, including under secretary of state for political 
affairs Nicholas Burns, all at pains to prepare ground for a 
safe and successful visit.

More notable than this, however, was the shadow of a nu-
clear militarism preceding the presidential visit. The Bush 
mission bodes ill indeed for South Asia and particularly 
for India and Pakistan, and our fears have come true. The 
so called historic deal has been signed and now India will 
proceed on its separation plan and implement the commit-
ments in the 18 July, 2005 statement on nuclear coopera-
tion leading to full civil nuclear cooperation between India 
and US. 

The deal should be analysed from three angles: 

(a) The sanctity it gives to arsenals and undermines disar-
mament. It will lead to an arms race in the region, making 
South Asia even more insecure (the US has already made 
the offer for the sale of F16s to India). There is also talk 
that a defence deal has been inked, which is neither be-
ing discussed in Parliament nor being made open to the 
media.  This deal will, down the line, have a more fright-
ening nuclear dimension to say nothing of the effect of 
it on the peace process between India and Pakistan. The 
government does not appear to care what this means for 
the impoverished millions of the region but the people do 
care and this was evident from the nation wide protests to 
the Bush visit. The agreement will increase worldwide re-

sentment of US� and India�s double standards and encour-
age future proliferation in Iran, Pakistan, Syria and North 
Korea. We are not convinced that the deal will encourage 
�responsible� behaviour on India�s part because once it gets 
imported nuclear technology and material it might direct 
its own scarce domestic uranium to military use. 

(b) Another predictable consequence is a close India-US 
partnership on the Iran question. The IAEA is meeting 
again right now in Vienna and we have not got a clear idea 
of  India�s stand at the time of writing. Another possible fall 
out will be on the Iran-Pakistan-India oil pipeline. This of-
fer of nuclear cooperation, especially for power production, 
will throw the entire Indian geo-strategic planning into dis-
array with an uncertain future for gas pipelines from Iran 
and Burma/Myanmar. 

It is no coincidence that Mani Shankar Aiyar the erstwhile 
Petroleum Minister was stripped off his portfolio a few 
weeks before the Bush visit. Aiyar was not only determined 
to go ahead with the Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline but 
also proposed a pan-Asian oil grid. 

(c) The pan-Asian oil grid was an attempt to connect the oil 
and gas �elds of Kazakhstan in Central Asia and Indonesia 
in South East Asia to the energy consuming economies of 
India and China. Aiyar was recently in China and signed 
historic Sino-Indian agreements not only related to energy 
requirements but also on no competition, joint bids in pro-
duction and transportation. All of this will probably be put 
on the back burner now, as the new petroleum minister, 
Murli Deora, has been carefully ambivalent on the future 
of his predecessor�s ventures. The US could not have asked 
for more as a pan-Asian energy grid would dramatically 
shift the balance of economic power from the US and Eu-
rope to Asia. . This is an opportunity lost for forging a new 
progressive geo-political front to counter US designs in the 
region.  

The so-called security deal between India and US has cre-
ated a great sense of insecurity in South Asia since it gives 
legitimacy to the dictates of the big boy �India� in this re-
gion However the Indo-US closeness has resulted in tre-
mendous �ssures among members of the ruling UPA co-
alition.  Embarrassingly for Manmohan Singh, the Left 
parties, who provide outside support to his Congress-led 
government, coordinated massive protests, ranging from 
50,000 to 200,000 thousand people in almost every cor-
ner of the country. Muslim organisations, farmers, workers 
and various people�s organizations and movements joined 
the protests. The issues highlighted during the rally and 
speeches were the nuclear agenda, Iran-Pakistan-India oil 
pipeline, calling on the government to rethink its policies 
on the alignment with the US and build a major alternative 
to the power centres of the US and Europe. The rally also 
condemned the content and the publication of the Danish 
cartoons. 

This is the fallout not only from the Indo-US deal but also 
on the issue of India�s voting against Iran in IAEA, the pro-
free trade reformist economic policy of the government 
and the betrayal of the developing world by India at the 
WTO�s Hong Kong Ministerial. 
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The UPA government was elected to power on a progressive 
agenda to reverse the policies of the previous right wing 
BJP government. In the last 21 months it has fast-tracked 
its predecessors most regressive policies. As the UPAs cri-
sis of legitimacy deepens on the social, political, economic 
and foreign policy front, it remains to be seen if progressive 
political forces will align and attempt to forge an indepen-
dent trajectory for the country that re-aligns India to the 
developing world.  

Resistance to the UPA government is growing, not only 
from the mainstream left but also from sections as diverse 
as the Muslims, farmers, and workers. The rallies against 
Bush saw a rare unity across all these sections. The US at-
tempts to gain more in�uence in South Asian affairs will 
probably have a paradoxical effect: it will create new divi-
sions and set off more violence in the name of terror and 
counter terror, but it will also strengthen a more diverse 
unity in the country and across the region. 

* Varsha Rajan Berry is a research associate with Focus on 
the Global South in India.

STATE OF EMERGENCY IN THE 
PHILIPPINES: BACK TO THE 
FUTURE
Herbert Docena*

ON 23 February, the very day when Filipinos were to 
mark the 20th anniversary of the �People Power� up-
rising which ended Ferdinand Marcos� dictatorship, 
Marcos-style dictatorship made a come-back: this time, 
in an attempt to prevent another �People Power.� That 
day, President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo declared a 
�state of national emergency� after preempting plans 
by a group of soldiers to turn their back on her and 
join thousands of protesters in the streets.

This aborted climax is just the latest episode in a sim-
mering political crisis which �rst erupted in June 2005 
with the release of audio tapes allegedly proving that 
the President cheated in the 2004 elections. Since 
then, calls for the President�s resignation or ouster 
have grown louder and louder. Defying government 
restrictions, protesters have been marching on the 
streets every week, and at times even daily. A dizzying 
web of political coalitions against the President, each 
with different con�gurations of ideologies, has been 
spun and re-spun.

If this most recent crisis was initially just about the po-
litical survival of Arroyo, it is now fast turning out to 
be about something much bigger than the President 
herself. While the fall-out from the tape scandal could 
have easily been contained in its early stages, a con-
�uence of events have paved the way for a continu-
ing stand-off which has polarized domestic political 
forces. Arroyo�s fate is now incidental. Beneath the 
coup plots, shadow plays, and shifting alliances in the 
days and weeks ahead is the old protracted struggle 
for power in the Philippines.

DEMOCRACY LITE 
After the fall of Ferdinand Marcos in 1986, Philippine 
conservative ruling elites aided by the United States 
moved quickly to reinstate the pre-dictatorship po-
litical system that had since Spanish colonial rule al-
lowed them to entrench their economic dominance 
over society.

Smarting from the lessons of Marcos� dictatorship, 
and seeing that authoritarianism was not necessarily 
the most effective way to maintain their collective grip 
on power, the elite leaders restored civil liberties, but 
restricted democracy to mere electoral contests that - 
given the ossi�ed distribution of wealth and power in 

the Philippines - remained structurally 
skewed in their favor.
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Dubbed variably as �low-intensity democracy�, �limit-
ed democracy� or �polyarchy� by academics, the post-
1986 consensus became both the linchpin of stabil-
ity and the source of legitimacy for Philippine ruling 
elites.

Through elections, the elite factions were able to 
manage competition among themselves while eschew-
ing outsiders who lacked the resources required to 
challenge them at the ballot box. Those who won the 
elections were able to command obedience from the 
masses - not by force as in a dictatorship, but by re-
minding them that they (the leaders) were the peo-
ple�s choice.

Having dominated the state through the electoral process, 
the ruling elites have countered challenges to their rule by 
successfully thwarting persistent demands for a redistribu-
tion of power, wealth and economic opportunities.

One rough measure of the entrenched inequality: on the 
eve of the �rst �people power� uprising in 1985, the top 
10% of the population took 37% of the total national in-
come; the lowest 20% garnered a mere 5%. Twenty years 
later, judging by the latest available of�cial data, the top 
10% still controls 36% -- more than one third -- of the na-
tional pie, while the lowest 20% nibbles on just 5%. 

CHALLENGED FROM OUTSIDE, CRUMBLING 
WITHIN 
Despite its strengths, the post-1986 political system itself has 
also been inherently unstable.

For some reason, the masses couldn�t be contented with just 
being given ballots; they also wanted food on their table, a 
roof on their head, a job to earn a living - things which 
the post-1986 political order has not been able to deliver to 
the vast majority of Filipinos. Twenty years after the �People 
Power� uprising, 57% of Filipinos still consider themselves 
poor - slightly higher than the 55% who did in 1983. Up to 
20% are unemployed and as many as 2,000 Filipinos leave 
the country every day to work abroad. Economic growth 
has clearly failed to trickle down to the base of the pyramid, 
the promises of globalization notwithstanding.

This evident failure to lift the lives of millions of Filipinos 
- much more than any allegations of cheating and corrup-
tion - has considerably eroded the legitimacy of the political 
order. At the same time, even as the system itself expanded 
the ranks of the excluded and fueled resentment, it also has 
had to extend freedoms that then strengthened the move-
ments calling for substantive - as opposed to �low-intensity� 
- democracy. The openness afforded by �democracy lite� 
ironically accounts for the continuing vibrancy of the Left 
in the country. 

Increasingly challenged from peripheral political actors, 
political elites were also increasingly challenged by divi-

however, has recently not been the case.

In January 2001, elite factions displaced by Joseph Estrada�s 
presidency seized on widespread anger at alleged corrup-
tion inside his government and rode to power on the wave 
of another people-power-type uprising.

In an alleged rigging of the 2004 elections - and by being 
reckless enough to get caught speaking privately with sup-
posedly neutral election of�cials - Arroyo attracted the ire of 
fellow elites. The other elite factions, for their part, seized 
on the scandal and are now trying to knock her from power. 
But by adamantly standing her ground, Arroyo has further 
stretched the limits and contradictions of the established 
political order.

THE DIVIDED FRONT 
The post-1986 political consensus is now under unprece-
dented strain. Weakened by internal wranglings, the once-
united front of the ruling elites is quickly crumbling. With 
very little economic progress to show for the past two de-
cades, the government is �nding it dif�cult to exact con-
sent from the middle and lower classes. It is in this larger 
context that the current political crisis is unfolding.

Beneath the confusing web of coalitions and alliances 
among powerful families, politicians, military factions, re-
ligious groups and civil-society organizations, the funda-
mental political division in the Philippines today is between 
those who want to preserve their position of dominance in 
society and those who want to dislodge them. Overlaid on 
this polarization is the divergence between those who want 
to salvage the post-1986 system and those who want to dis-
mantle it.

The problem for those who want to hang on to the power, 
however, is that their proposed solutions to the current cri-
sis have all been dead ends.

To de�ect calls for her ouster, Arroyo has been pushing for 
constitutional revisions that, among other recommenda-
tions, would change the government from a presidential to 
a parliamentary system, which critics argue could be even 
more easily manipulated by the elites. The ruling class has 
been concerned by the power that direct presidential elec-
tions gives to the masses, as demonstrated by the election 
of Estrada - who, while a member of the ruling class him-
self, appealed to the poor by stoking their class resentments 
and, notably, was not anointed by traditional elites.

The constitutional solution Arroyo proposes has not gained 
political traction, however, and is unlikely to overcome for-
midable opposition. Faced with threats both from other 
elite factions and from the left, Arroyo has resorted to au-
thoritarian measures, further undermining the post-1986 
system of �limited democracy�.  The reimposition of what 
amounts to martial law by the recent declaration of a �state 
of emergency� and other authoritarian proclamations sig-
nals the willingness of Arroyo�s government to resort to 
force when all else fails. [The state of emergency was im-
posed on 23 February and lifted on 3 March.]

The anti-Arroyo factions that also strive to salvage the cur-
rent political order have likewise only shot blanks. Drawing 

sions from within. Historically, internal 
stability depended on consensus in putting 
their collective elite interests above the nar-
row interests of individual factions. This, 
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its constituency from rightists and centrists, and those lean-
ing center-left, this motley political grouping is represented 
by the Aquinos [the political family dynasty symbolised by 
Cory Aquino, who was president post-Marcos], the Catholic 
hierarchy, and the business class, as well as social liberals 
and democrats.

Most of them have come together under the banner of the 
so-called Black and White Movement. At �rst, they pushed 
for strict adherence to the constitutional order and initially 
called for the succession of Vice President Noli de Castro 
to the presidency. But this has since been abandoned be-
cause de Castro still supports Arroyo, and even people from 
within their ranks see him as too lightweight to safeguard 
their interests competently. 

They later supported last year�s impeachment proceedings 
against the president. After that move was blocked by pro-
Arroyo legislators, who still dominate Congress, some of 
them have started pushing for special elections - in short, 
a continuation of the post-1986 system of electoral democ-
racy, although without Arroyo at the helm.

IN TRANSITION 
On the other side of this jagged divide are those who seek 
to dismantle the system altogether. Though they have dif-
ferent motivations, tactics and political alternatives, they 
have come around to a common conclusion: their solu-
tions would require an extra-constitutional intervention 
and would not be bound by the parameters of the post-1986 
political system.

On one end of this spectrum are those who feel that so-
called �limited democracy� cannot be relied on to preserve 
order; its openness has only been exploited by so-called 
�communists� and by corrupt elites. This camp includes 
rightist civilian and military factions who want to establish 
a military or civilian-military junta, as well as factions inside 
the Arroyo government who are advocating repressive mea-
sures beyond those formally allowed under so-called �low-
intensity� democracy.

Another point on this continuum is the tactical alliance 
among elite anti-Arroyo opposition groups, most of them 
right-wing groups linked to Estrada, but also including well-
known personalities with leftist backgrounds, some associ-
ated with the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP). 
Grouped under the Solidarity Movement, they are calling 
for a �transitional council� that will be composed of opposi-
tion politicians and some leaders of the party.

The politicians apparently see this as a way to regain power 
and restore elite democracy under their command. The 
CPP, for its part, presumably sees this as a chance to in�l-
trate the highest echelons of the state, even as it continues 
to implement its military strategy of encircling cities from 
the countryside and seizing power through armed insur-
rection.

Another section under the Left�s banner is the Laban ng 
Masa (Fight of the Masses) coalition. They are calling for 
a �transitional revolutionary government� (TRG) - with-
out conservative elite forces represented in the leadership. 
This umbrella coalition brings together a diverse group of 

leftist political forces: Leninists together with autonomous 
social movements and non-governmental organizations, 
Maoists together with left-party formations that do not see 
the seizure of the state as the priority, socialists, left-liberals, 
greens, and others.

Most of the political blocs included here broke away from 
the CPP in the 1990s, and the coalition is the highest level of 
tactical and political unity they have achieved since then.

According to the coalition, the TRG�s aim is to institute 
economic and political changes that have so far been re-
sisted by the elites, such as land reform and the reversal of 
neo-liberal economic policies such as privatization and free 
trade. Elections will then resume once their conditions are 
met.

�AMERICAN APPROVAL� 
As different groups and factions scramble for power, the 
US Embassy has become a very popular destination. �What 
everyone is trying to do,� con�ded one of the cabinet sec-
retaries who recently resigned and joined the anti-Arroyo 
movement, �is to get American approval.� Even the govern-
ment has no illusions as to what the embassy can do: �If the 
Americans decide to drop support of the Philippine presi-
dent, it crumbles,� the president�s former chief of staff, 
Rigoberto Tiglao, has acknowledged. [1]

That has been borne out historically. The Philippines was 
a US colony until 1946, but even thereafter Washington 
regularly intervened politically by �nancing preferred can-
didates and groups, conducting widespread covert opera-
tions, and helping to stage-manage elections.

In 1950, a US National Security Council document stated 
that among the United States� goals in the country was the 
maintenance of �an effective government which will pre-
serve and strengthen the pro-US orientation�. In 1972, the 
US supported the declaration of martial law because, as a 
US Senate report put it, �Military bases and a familiar gov-
ernment in the Philippines are more important than the 
preservation of democratic institutions.�

When Marcos �nally became more of a political liability 
than an asset to the US, Washington immediately trans-
ferred its support to the anti-Marcos elite factions, attempt-
ed to unify them, and ensured that they would call the shots 
in the anti-dictatorship movement.

All these were critical strategies to guarantee that the out-
come of people power would not be inimical to US inter-
ests. How exactly the US is playing its hand during the cur-
rent crisis may not be known for years to come. Since the 
crisis began, however, US of�cials have repeatedly stated 
that they would oppose another �people power� incident.

TIRED BUT WISER 
Unless Arroyo voluntarily resigns or goes along with coun-
ter-elite plots to preserve the current political order, another 
people-power-type uprising is still what most of the groups 

seeking the president�s ouster are leveraging 
to force a political transition. Whether the 
outcome of another popular uprising will be 
special elections, a transitional council or a 
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transitional revolutionary government is still unclear. Until 
now the two critical elements for past successful uprisings 
are still apparently missing: the support of the military and 
hundreds of thousands of people on the streets.

In the military, cracks are showing. The government may 
have foiled recent coup movements by some military fac-
tions, but it has not put an end to the restiveness inside the 
barracks.

And the �ssures in society are increasingly being re�ected 
in the chain of command. A nationalist, and some say pro-
gressive, bloc composed mostly of junior of�cers, is report-
ed to be emerging. But as outside the barracks, the military 
is divided between those who are committed to defending 
the existing political order and those who want to recon-
struct it. The question is, who will strike �rst and who will 
remain standing?

So far, the only political force that has been able to �ll the 
streets on a sustained basis, though on a limited scale, is the 
organized left. Some analysts attribute the general public�s 
refusal to join them to a so-called �people power fatigue�, 
and view this as implicit approval of Arroyo and the existing 
political system.

The other explanation, however, is that the people are not 
tired, only wiser: having seen how the previous uprisings 
only led to the replacement of one elite faction with anoth-
er, and witnessing no real change in their economic well-be-
ing, they may be loath to support another merry-go-round 
at the top. If this is true, then they are just waiting for the 
right reason and the right moment to come out. 

Note 1. Raymond Bonner and Carlos H Conde, �In Manila, 
US drawn into �ght�, New York Times, July 23, 2005.

* Herbert Docena is a research associate with Focus on the 
Global South, a research and advocacy organization. A ver-
sion of this piece originally appeared on Asia Times On-
line, March 3, 2005.

MILITARY RADICALISM IN VENEZU-
ELA: HOW RELEVANT FOR OTHER 
DEVELOPING COUNTRIES?
Walden Bello*
	
�AN ARMY OF THE PEOPLE�	
That something interesting and unusual is taking place in 
Venezuela �rst really struck me when, in response to a sarcas-
tic comment about an anti-war meeting of the 2006 World 
Social Forum taking place in an Air Force base, a member 
of the audience rose and, in the best pedagogical manner, 
told us foreigners, �Look, what we have here in Venezuela is 
not a regular army but an army of the people.�
	
Venezuela is undergoing, if not a revolution, a process of 
radical change, and the military is right in the center of it.  
How could this been happening, many skeptics ask, when 
the military, especially in Latin America, is usually an agent 
of the status quo?  Others, less skeptical, ask: Is Venezuela 
the exception, or is it the wave of the future?
	
Many explanations have been advanced for the behavior 
of Venezuela�s military. Edgardo Lander, a noted Venezu-
elan political scientist, says that one reason could be that 
compared to other Latin American armies, there is a much 
higher proportion of �people of humble origins in the Ven-
ezuelan of�cer corps.�  Unlike in many other Latin Ameri-
can countries, he contends, �the upper classes have really 
looked at a military career with scorn here.�

Richard Gott, one of the leading authorities on the Ameri-
can left, adds another factor, the mingling of of�cers with 
civilians in the country�s educational system.  �Beginning 
in the seventies, under a government program called the 
Andres Bello program, of�cers were sent to the universi-
ties in signi�cant numbers, and there they rubbed elbows 
with other students studying, say, economics or political sci-
ence.� 

This �immersion� in civilian life had fateful consequences.  
One, the of�cers were exposed to progressive ideas at a time 
that �the left dominated the universities.�  Two, it resulted 
in a deeper integration of the of�cer corps with civilian so-
ciety than in most other countries in Latin America.

Probably also critical, says Gott was that, for some reason, 
Venezuela appears to have sent far fewer of�cers than many 
other Latin American countries to the US Army-run School 
of the Americas in Fort Benning, Georgia, which is the 
main conduit of counterinsurgency training to the western 
hemisphere�s military forces.

Now, these conditions may have contributed to making 
the Venezuelan Army less reactionary than others in Latin 
America, but they do not explain why it would be one of the 
spearheads of what is today the most radical social transfor-
mation taking place in the hemisphere.  Gott, Lander, and 
other Venezuela specialists concur in one thing: the abso-
lutely central role of Hugo Chavez.

THE CHAVEZ FACTOR
Chavez is many things: a charismatic �gure, a great or-
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ator, a man who plays local, regional, and global poli-
tics with skill and verve.  He is also a man of the army, 
one who reveres the military as the institution that, 
under Simon Bolivar, liberated Venezuela and much 
of Latin America from Spain, and who has acted on 
the belief that it is destined to play a decisive role in 
Venezuela�s social transformation. 

Chavez, according to his own account, joined the mili-
tary because it would be a springboard for him to play 
professional baseball.  But whatever his initial moti-
vations, he came into the army at a time of great in-
stitutional �ux.  The army in the 1970s was engaged 
in counter-guerrilla operations at the same time that 
its of�cers were being exposed to progressive ideas 
through the Andres Bello program at the university 
and many were being recruited by leftist groups into 
clandestine discussion groups.
	
Instead of becoming a baseball star, Chavez became 
a popular lecturer in history at Venezuela�s War Col-
lege, while moving up the chain of command.  When 
not performing his of�cial duties, he was engaged in 
building a clandestine grouping of young, like-minded, 
idealistic of�cers called the �Bolivarian Revolutionary 
Movement.�  Disillusioned with what they perceived 
to be a dysfunctional democratic system dominated by 
corrupt parties--Accion Democratica and Copei-- that 
alternated in power, these Young Turks evolved from 
a study circle to a conspiracy that hatched ideas for a 
coup that would, in their view, inaugurate a period of 
national renewal.  

As Richard Gott writes in his authoritative book Hugo 
Chavez and the Bolivarian Revolution, Chavez� prepa-
rations were overtaken by the �Caracazo� of 1989, a 
social cataclysm triggered by a sharp rise in transpor-
tation prices owing to pressure from the International 
Monetary Fund.  For about three days, thousands of 
urban poor from the ranchos or shantytowns on the 
mountainsides surrounding Caracas, descended on 
the city center and af�uent neighborhoods to loot and 
riot in what was ill-disguised class warfare.  The Cara-
cazo seared itself in the minds of many young of�cers.  
Not only did it reveal to them how the vast majority of 
the population had become thoroughly disenchanted 
with the liberal democratic system.  It also made many 
bitter that they were placed in the position of having 
to give orders to shoot hundreds of poor people to 
defend that system.

When Chavez was given command of a parachute 
regiment nearly three years later, he and his co-con-
spirators felt that the moment was ripe for their long-
planned coup.  The attempt failed, but it catapulted 
Chavez to fame in the eyes of many Venezuelans...and 
to notoriety in the eyes of the elite.  Chavez appeared 
on national television to ask participating units to lay 

down their arms, and, according to Gott, that �one 
minute of air time, at a moment of personal disaster, 
converted him into someone perceived as the coun-
try�s potential savior.�  Chavez took full responsibility 
for the failure of the coup but electri�ed the nation 
when he declared that �new possibilities will arise 
again.�

Chavez was imprisoned, and almost immediately after his 
release, began campaigning for the presidency.  What he 
could not get by a coup, he was now determined to pursue 
by constitutional means.  No longer in the military, he nev-
ertheless kept in close touch with his fellow of�cers and with 
enlisted men, among whom he was tremendously popular.  
When he �nally won the presidency by a large margin in 
1998, it was not surprising that he recruited brother of�cers 
to head up or staff key government agencies.  More impor-
tant, Chavez gradually brought in the military to serve as a 
key institutional instrument for the change he was unleash-
ing in the country.  The massive disaster brought about by 
torrential rains in 1999 provided an opportunity for Chavez 
to deploy the military in its new role, with the army units 
mobilized to set up and run soup kitchens and build hous-
ing for thousands of refugees on army land.  Then military 
civic action and engineering units were deployed to the 
new government�s program to set up �sustainable agro-in-
dustrial settlements� in different parts of the country.  Mili-
tary hospitals were also made available for the poor.

TRANSFORMING THE MILITARY: PROBLEMS 
AND OPPORTUNITIES
The involvement of the military in a program of radical 
change was not, however, regarded positively in all quarters 
of the army.  Indeed, many generals resented the populist 
ex-colonel and, when the process accelerated, as Chavez 
moved to implement land reform and take direct control 
of the oil industry, these elements began to conspire with 
the newspaper owners, the elite, and the middle class to 
oust him by force.

After a series of violent confrontations between the opposi-
tion and Chavistas in the streets of Caracas, a coup put into 
motion by a number of high ranking generals, including 
the head of the armed forces, the chief of the staff of the 
armed forces, and the commander of the army, succeeded 
in toppling Chavez on April 11, 2002.  However, most of the 
of�cers with �eld commands and most junior of�cers ei-
ther stayed loyal to Chavez or remained neutral, and when 
thousands of urban poor descended on Caracas to demand 
Chavez� release, the loyalists launched a counter-coup, ar-
rested the conspirators, and restored Chavez to power. 

The coup attempt was a blessing in at least one way: it gave 
Chavez the opportunity to complete the transformation 
of the military.  About 100 top generals and of�cers were 
cashiered for treason, with the key posts in the high com-
mand going to people loyal to Chavez and the Bolivarian 
Revolution.   The purge probably deprived the US, which 
had supported the coup, of its key supporters within the 
Venezuelan military.
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Chavez� project, which he has now de�ned as a movement 
toward �socialism�, rests on the tremendous support he has 
among the urban and rural poor.  However, the military 
is the only organized institution he can count on to move 
things.  The press is hostile to him.  So is the Church hier-
archy.  The bureaucracy is slow and riddled with corrup-
tion.   Political parties are discredited, with Chavez himself 
leading the attack against them and preferring to keep his 
supporters organized as a loose mass movement.  

Given the centrality of the military as a reforming institu-
tion, Chavez has created an army of urban military aux-
iliaries or reservists to support the regular armed forces.  
Originally known as �Bolivarian Circles,� this reserve force, 
which is projected to eventually number one million, is 
becoming instrumental in the organization and delivery 
of social programs in the shantytowns.  These auxiliaries 
also now participate, alongside the National Guard, in the 
expropriation of private land for the accelerated agrarian 
reform program.

SKEPTICISM IN SOME QUARTERS
With its central role in the Bolivarian Revolution, many ob-
servers are asking the question: is the military up to it?

For Chavez, according to political analyst Lander, the mili-
tary is reliable because it is not corrupt and is more ef�cient 
than other institutions in delivering results.  Lander ques-
tions this.  �I don�t think there is anything inherent in the 
military that somehow makes it less susceptible to corrup-
tion than other institutions.�  As for military ef�ciency, this 
is, he says, a half-truth: �Yes, the military may be effective 
when deployed to solve immediate problems like building 
schoolhouses or clinics staffed by Cuban doctors.  But it is 
not a long-term solution. You need to institutionalize these 
solutions, and that�s where this revolution is weak.  You have 
a proliferation of ad hoc solutions that remain ad hoc.�

Yet there is no doubt that among Chavez and his genera-
tion of of�cers, there is a reforming zeal that will fuel the 
revolution for some time to come.  It is a zeal borne out 
of a tremendous sense of frustration, one which Chavez 
expressed to Gott in an interview a few years ago:  �Over 
many years the Venezuelan military were eunuchs: we were 
not allowed to speak; we had to look on in silence while we 
watched the disaster caused by corrupt and incompetent 
governments.  Our senior of�cers were stealing, our troops 
were eating almost nothing, and we had to remain under 
tight discipline.  But what kind of discipline is that?  We 
were made complicit with the disaster.� 

A MODEL FOR OTHER COUNTRIES?
The sentiments expressed by Chavez in the preceding para-
graph would probably resonate with many junior of�cers 
in many other Third World armies. Which brings us to the 
question: What are the lessons of the Venezuelan experi-
ence for other societies in the South?  More speci�cally, is 
the Venezuelan experience replicable?

and discontent much like the Venezuelan military in the 
late eighties: the Philippine military.  This restiveness is 
in response to a similar crisis that Venezuelan society was 
undergoing during that period: a deep-seated crisis of cor-
rupted liberal democratic institutions.

Can the Venezuelan experience be replicated in the Philip-
pines?  

The answer is probably a cautious no.

First of all, unlike the Venezuelan military, the Philippine 
military does not have a revolutionary nationalist heri-
tage.  It is not a direct descendant of the Katipuneros and 
the Army of the Philippine Revolution of 1896-99.  It was 
formed by the US following the �paci�cation� of the coun-
try,  initially to act an auxiliary force to support US occupa-
tion troops, then to maintain public order during the co-
lonial period, and �nally to back up US forces �ghting the 
Japanese during the Second World War.  Since the grant-
ing of independence in 1946, the Philippine Armed Forces 
have maintained very close links to the US military via aid 
and training programs.  In this respect, the relationship 
with the US, the Philippine military�s experience is prob-
ably more typical than the Venezuelan army�s.

Second, the Philippine military has not had the equivalent 
of an Andres Bello program, where of�cers were systemati-
cally immersed in the civilian educational system and consis-
tently exposed not only to the latest technical and manage-
rial concepts but also to progressive ideas and movements.  
But even if such a system existed, the ideological hegemony 
of neoliberal economics in Philippine universities in from 
the nineties till today would probably have nulli�ed the 
positive effects of immersion.

Third, in Venezuela, of�cers had an ambivalent relation-
ship with the political left, on the one hand, �ghting them 
as guerrillas, on the other hand, absorbing their ideas and 
proposals for change.  In the Philippines, in contrast, the 
military sees the New People�s Army, with which it has been 
struggling for nearly 30 years, as its enemy unto death, both 
institutionally and ideologically.  Not surprisingly, while 
groups like the Reform the Armed Force Movement (RAM) 
or Magdalo have periodically emerged, their programs 
have had little social and national content, their agenda be-
ing merely to seize power and put the military in command 
of society in order to purge civilian politics of corruption.  
Class analysis, imperialism, land reform-these are concepts 
that most of�cers see as belonging to the paradigm of a 
rival military force.

Finally, if there is a military that is so thoroughly permeated 
by the dominant social relationships of civilian society, it is 
the Philippine military.  From top to bottom, the military 
is enmeshed in patron-client relationships with local and 
national elites.  Competing civilian elites have cultivated 
and manipulated their factions within the military.  Even 
military reform groups have often ended up in unhealthy 
relationships of dependency with traditional politicians 
and economic elites.  The godfather relationship between 
the traditional politician Juan Ponce Enrile and the mili-
tary rebel Gringo Honasan, for instance, was probably the 
key factor that stood in the way of RAM becoming a truly 

Rather than do broad comparisons, per-
haps it might be wise to pick a military that 
today is undergoing tremendous turmoil 
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autonomous and progressive force.

But history is anything if not open.  The Philippine mili-
tary may still be capable of yielding surprises.  So might the 
armed forces in some other countries. After all, an observ-
er of the Venezuelan military circa the late eighties would 
probably have wagered that with its cadre of corrupt senior 
of�cers tied to the US military, that institution would re-
main a faithful instrument of the status quo in the coming 
years.

*Walden Bello is professor of sociology at the University of 
the Philippines (Diliman) and executive director of the re-
search and advocacy institute Focus on the Global South 
based in Bangkok.  He recently visited Venezuela.
	

US TROOPS IN SULU: HAS THE 
WOOD BRIGADE RETURNED? 
Herbert Docena*

Rising just 700 meters high from the interior but visi-
ble from most parts of the island, the mountain called 
Bud Dahu looms like a distant memory over the island 
of Sulu in the southern Philippines. Once an active 
volcano, Bud Dahu�s peak is now so over-crowded with 
soaring trees of jackfruit, mangosteen and other tropi-
cal fruits you could hardly see the sky; bamboos, ferns, 
and shrubs have invaded every inch of its extremely 
fertile soil; the vegetation is so lush and so thick that it 
is almost impossible to walk through from rim to rim. 
It is as though nature has been trying its best to hide 
the past beneath the foliage.

It is unlikely that the American soldiers will pay a visit 
to Bud Dahu�s peak. This month, about 250 more of 
them will join an undetermined number of GIs who 
have been in the island as early as February last year. 
The new batch is part of the more than 5,500 US sol-
diers who are coming to the Philippines in the latest 
and largest batch of the continuing and uninterrupt-
ed deployment of US troops to the country since the 
global �war against terror� was launched after Septem-
ber 11, 2001.

It is not clear what they have come to Sulu for. Presi-
dent George Bush has said that the Philippines, along 
with Iraq and Afghanistan, is a front in the �war against 
terror� and other US of�cials have repeatedly called 
the country �a kind of Afghanistan east.� Indeed, the 
mountains of Sulu is said to be where the remnants 
of the Abu Sayyaf group, tagged by Washington as a 
�terrorist� organization with supposed ties to al-Qa-
eda, have �ed. Seen more by locals less as a branch 
of a �global Islamic terrorist network� and more as 
the fringe of a local secessionist movement, the Abu 
Sayyaf - though isolated and decimated - remains, in 
the words of National Security Adviser Norberto Gon-
zales, �by far the most dangerous group in the Philip-
pines.�

But the way Filipino government and military of�cials 
explain it, it�s as though it were just a coincidence that 
the US troops are coming to where the Abu Sayyaf is. 
According to of�cial pronouncements, US troops are 
coming only to help: to train Filipino soldiers, con-
duct medical missions, build schools, and even give 
veterinary services to pets. Despite being sent to actual 
con�ict areas with real, living enemies they are autho-
rized to shoot in case they�re �red at, the US troops 
have not come to do what soldiers do: to �ght.
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And yet, in Sulu, people we spoke with claim that the 
Americans are doing just that - and not against the 
Abu Sayyaf, but against the Moro National Liberation 
Front (MNLF), the still popular and widely supported 
separatist movement that settled for autonomy under 
the central government in 1996.

The alleged involvement of US troops in combat hap-
pened in November last year when the Philippine 
military launched offensives against enemies they 
branded as Abu Sayyaf members. Those who were be-
ing bombarded with 1,000-pound bombs, however, 
claimed they were actually members of the MNLF and 
had nothing to do with the Abu Sayyaf.

In the middle of all the action, witnesses claim that US 
troops were in the vicinity of the �ghting, riding with 
Filipino soldiers in their trucks, helping them launch 
bombs, clear landmines, and operate spy planes. Four 
US soldiers were allegedly killed, although this can-
not be veri�ed independently unless the US comes 
out with a complete and uncensored list of all its ca-
sualties.

US and Philippine military of�cials do not deny that 
they were present in Sulu at the time of the �ghting 
but they do deny that they were doing anything relat-
ed to actual combat. Some of�cials even corroborate 
some of the witnesses� claims. General Nehemias Paja-
rito, the highest ranking military of�cial in the island 
who led the November operations, con�rms that the 
US soldiers were indeed where they were seen - at the 
vicinity of the �ghting - but only to repair damaged 
water pipes - while war was raging. Another Filipino 
colonel who refused to be named admitted that they 
indeed asked Americans for �technical assistance� in 
removing landmines. A spy plane, which locals say has 
been hovering over the island for months now and 
which was also seen at the time of the operations - was 
recently recovered by a farmer after it crashed.

The allegations are explosive enough. Simply put, 
people in Sulu are saying that the US and Philippine 
governments are not telling the truth when they say 
the American soldiers are here to take care of pets. 
Still, the charges have not caught �re; for the govern-
ment, it�s too preposterous to suggest that troops who 
are sent to combat zones will actually engage in com-
bat.

And yet, back when US troops were �rst supposed to 
come to Sulu in February 2003, they made no secret 
of  their mission. Pentagon was supposedly worried 
about the possibility of US troops suffering casual-

ties - something they wouldn�t be able to explain to 
the public if they were just playing �war games.� In 
case that happened, Filipino counterparts reportedly 
asked US of�cials to lie to the public, according to 
the Los Angeles Times. �We could always cover it up,� 
Filipino of�cials reportedly told them.

In the end, US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld 
chose to say: �Whatever it is we do, we describe in lan-
guage that is consistent with how we do things. And we 
do not tend to train people in combat.� Another US 
defense of�cial was even more descriptive: �This is not 
an exercise, this will be a no-holds-barred effort.�

Though it was eventually called off following a public 
outcry in Manila, the US government never took back 
its characterization of the planned deployment as an 
actual combat operation. Since then, certain sections 
in Washington, including the highest-ranking US mili-
tary of�cers such as then chair of the joint chiefs of 
staff Richard Myers and Paci�c Command command-
er Admiral Thomas Fargo, have been agitating for a 
�longer and more intense mission� in the country.

General Myers has since included the Philippines in 
the list of �emerging targets for preemptive war� of a 
new US military unit authorized to conduct clandes-
tine operations abroad. Seymour Hersh, the promi-
nent investigative journalist, has written about a presi-
dential order that allows the Pentagon �to operate 
unilaterally in a number of countries where there is 
a perception of a clear and evident terrorist threat� 
- even if their governments have been cooperating in 
the �war against terror.�

It is not clear whether the US troops were aware that 
the forces their Filipino counterparts were battling 
with - while they were repairing water pumps - were 
members of the MNLF. It is also not yet clear what 
they intend to gain by joining the �ght against them. 
But one thing is unmistakable in Sulu: US deployment 
is surely not helping push the island away from the 
edge of full-scale war. With the recent military offen-
sives against the MNLF, with successive unexplained 
killings of civilians gripping the towns, and with all the 
spy planes, helicopters, and naval ships coming and 
going, residents of Sulu say that it feels like the full-
scale war of the 1970s all over again - only this time, 
with GIs around.

And as American soldiers roam around Sulu, one 
mountain seems to be on most people�s minds and 
lips: Bud Dahu. Exactly a century ago this March, en-
tire families in the island packed all their belongings 
and climbed to the crater of the mountain to escape 
from and resist the rule of the American colonizers in 
the towns. A United States military brigade, since re-
membered as the Wood Brigade after its commander 
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General Leonard Wood, charged up the mountain�s 
slopes and surrounded the rim. Supported by �Fili-
pino� troops from the north, they volleyed cannons 
down into the crater for four continuous days. 

When the dust settled on the mountain peak, between 600 
to 900 Moros lay dead. No one was spared - �not even a baby 
alive to cry for its dead mother,� wrote the American novel-
ist Mark Twain. According to locals, hundreds of the dead 
were left and buried on the crater. The Americans would go 
on to kill about 4,000 more in similar circumstances in two 
other mountains. 

When they �rst came here, the Americans also said that 
they had only come to help.

* Herbert Docena is research associate with Focus on the 
Global South. He recently traveled to Sulu to investigate 
reports that US forces are engaging in actual combat in the 
province. His full report was originally published on Asia 
Times Online last February 25, 2005: http://www.atimes.
com/atimes/Southeast_Asia/HB25Ae04.html.)
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