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Strengthening Civil Society through Oppositional Politics
Jaime Mendoza Jimenez

Introduction

The Southeast Asian milieu offers a rich terrain for exploring the dynamics of oppositional peasant politics and movements. Peasant politics thrives in Philippine and Thai societies and concerns ‘old’ and emerging issues – land rights, land/agrarian reform laws, state- and business-initiated development projects, agricultural livelihoods, environmental destruction, protection of a rural base and the like (Jimenez, 2002). The Elsonian perspective of the “disappearing peasantry” (Elson 1997) is hardly applicable to the two countries and to various others.

The Philippine and Thai social landscapes possess both striking similarities and differences. While both had general uprisings (1986 and 2001 EDSA uprisings and the 1973 and 1992 political revolutions respectively) to restore or install formal democracy, declare the promotion of basic human rights, and institutionalize popular political participation, the Philippine system works under a presidential system of government while Thailand operates under a parliamentary system. The latter is further characterized by an ‘established’ monarchy and the predominance of Buddhism while Catholicism represents the major religious belief in the Philippines.

What makes it even more appealing to compare peasant politics in these two countries is that both have a dynamic history of peasant struggle and resistance, armed and unarmed, with the Philippines having a much longer record and more expansive organizations.
 This condition to a significant extent could be attributed to the lengthy experience of the Filipino people in dealing with colonialism and neo-colonialism. The Thai people, on the other hand, did not undergo such process, as they were not colonized. Moreover, while the leftist movements in the Philippines that considerably influence peasant politics still exist, these movements have been vanquished in Thailand. A resurgence, nonetheless, of peasant movements and political activities in these two countries in the 1990s reflects a renewed role of peasants in politics and society amidst globalizationThis paper examines the oppositional practices of two of the most active and organized movements in Southeast Asia and gravitates toward two objectives. First, it aims to present a broader conceptualization of how oppositional peasant politics could strengthen civil society.
 The analytical criteria by which the political practices of KMP (Kilusang Magbubukid ng Pilipinas or Peasant Movement of the Philippines) and AOP (Samatcha khon chon or Assembly of the Poor) of Thailand are to be investigated hinges on four empirical dimensions in which civil society could be strengthened: advocacy, direct defense of grassroots interests, collective action, and consciousness-building. 

Second, by investigating another one of the most active and organized peasant movements in Southeast Asia, the study provides a broader dimension to oppositional peasant politics. It underpins the different levels where oppositional politics is carried out. The dynamics thereof of local opposition, how it is scaled to acquire a national and transnational dimension, and the interface of the three levels of opposition is explained. To this end, the study correlates various political organizational factors that have affected how the oppositional politics of the two movements under consideration vary from and conform to one another. The degree by which these factors impact on the strengthening of civil society is likewise emphasized. The concluding section then emphasizes two aspects: the positive impact of oppositional politics on civil society

 and the comparative indices by which the similarities and differences of the two organizations and their practices could be better understood.

Theoretical Considerations

I employ the term civil society to represent the associational life created by an ensemble of politically empowered and conscious actors between the family and the state (Jimenez, 2003).
 Politically empowered and conscious actors refer to those organizations and entities that have the capacity to advance and fight for the interests of their members and to a significant extent the general population. In their political dealings these organizations come face-to-face with the state and other dominant structures (e.g., business) and processes in society and the ensuing relationships range from being oppositional to collaborational.

Civil society actors are basically comprised of voluntary organizations, movements, and networks (Ahrne, 1998). These collectivities represent the organizational forms through which civil society exercises its politics. In this paper, I take into consideration two oppositional social movements and extricate how civil society could be strengthened through their political practices and relationship with dominant forces in society. Corollary to this examination, the dynamics of oppositional politics is likewise analyzed.

The need for a strong civil society is underlined by several claims and assumptions. It is for instance implied by the assumption that this kind of political force is instrumental to a society undergoing a transition from authoritarian rule to democracy (Sklar 1996; Chandhoke 1995; and Janoski 1998). It is further perceived that this space is a political refuge (Colas 1997); a guardian or protector of the people against the abusive tendencies of the state and prods the same for accountability and transparency (Ferrer 1997; David, 1998; Silliman and Noble 1998; et al.); and is the “proper terrain for the evolution and development of democratic processes, institutions, and political cultures” (Diokno, 1997).

At the operational level, a strong civil society is assumed to be present where non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and people’s organizations (POs) help in the delivery of social services (Francisco 1994).
 On a similar plane, Roniger (1998) views that the sphere could be strengthened through the existence of effective and accountable state structures. On the other hand, another very critical insight that logically insinuates the potentials of civil society as a counter balance vis-à-vis state abuse and market rapacity is to perceive it as the “political space that affords the most substantive oppositional capacity and potential, within which social forces can both resist and co-operate with the state in their own interests” (Rodan 1996). The sphere could hence be “nurtured in resistance, struggles, and confrontation” (Ferrer 1997). A caveat, however, to such assumptions or assertions points to the situation that civil society is not a homogeneous sphere and thereby not conflict-free (Chandhoke 1995; David 1998; McIlwaine 1998). 

From the aforesaid accounts, the strengthening of civil society could be realized under two broad processes: by way of collaboration with the state and through oppositional politics. The non-collaborative relation of civil society vis-à-vis the state is the main concern of this paper. In particular, Rodan (1996) avers that political opposition has several suggested types. The first type seeks to fundamentally restructure the state and society, as what communist or fundamentalist parties advocate, while the second seeks to reform government without effecting any major changes in the state or society like in the case of political parties. Lastly, political opposition seeks to advocate or orchestrate a scheme of reform or reaction within state institutions and apparatuses.

I associate the presence of a strong civil society where actors or organizations through their oppositional political practices are able to assume a pedagogic, organizational, and mobilizational role in relation with their constituents or the general population. Initially, participants get educated through their struggles and from planned pedagogical method of oppositional organizations. Similar to what Chandoke (1995) posits, civil society has a pedagogic nature as it exists to educate people through the strength of collective action. Hence, the educational character of civil society depends on its capability to create or form a specific type of consciousness. It is likewise an environment where an individual learns sociability, social solidarity, the importance of group action, and how his welfare relies on other people (Pelczynski 1988). 

One way to achieve political mobilization is through socialization. Actors imbibe a level of collective self-confidence through sociability and social action. Then groups combine individual interests into a bigger collective motivation and subsequently convert individual endeavors into collective action. A considerable level of unity could be achieved by directly challenging structures and processes. In sum, a civil society could serve as an effective counter-balance vis-à-vis the state and market forces if this sphere assumes a pedagogic, organizational, and mobilizational role in relation with its constituents and the larger population.

The Politics of the KMP and the AOP

The KMP (Peasant Movement of the Philippines) and the AOP (Assembly of the Poor) are two of the more important peasant movements or formations in Southeast Asia. Their emergence in the mid-1980s and mid-1990s, respectively, has significantly influenced the dynamics of peasant politics in Philippine and Thai societies. The following accounts are a brief political historical comparison of the two oppositional peasant organizations according to their political lineage, orientation, agenda, and program of action.

Political Pedigree

The KMP and the AOP are not an entirely new phenomenon in the socio-historical contexts of Philippine and Thai societies. The lineages of the two organizations are traceable, directly and indirectly, from concrete historical junctures of their respective countries. Continuities and discontinuities, however, characterize this genealogy.

Established on 24 July 1985, the KMP has thus far been influenced by at least four historical junctures in Philippine history: 1) the old Communist Party of the Philippines, the Anti-Japanese Liberation Army, and the PKM (National Unity of Peasants) days in the 1940s and 1950s; 2) the establishment of the new Communist Party of the Philippines – New People’s Army (CPP-NPA) in the late 1960s; 3) the establishment of the Central Luzon Peasant Alliance and its provincial chapters in the early 1980s; and 4) the splits within the CPP-NPA in the 1990s that reverberated throughout the Philippine peasant movement, NGO, and PO communities (Jimenez, 2002a and 2002b). 

Meanwhile, the AOP, established on 10 December 1995, is of a much earlier phenomenon and its establishment has likewise been influenced by four historical junctures in Thai society: 1) the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in the 1960s and 1970s and its total defeat in the early 1980s; 2) the establishment of the Peasant Federation of Thailand in 1974 and its fall after the 1975 and 1976 selective murders and massacre; 3) the emergence of NGOs in the early 1980s; and 4) the establishment of the Assembly of Small-scale Farmers of the Northeast in 1992 and the split in late 1995 (Rungrawee 2002; Baker 2000; Missingham 1999).

A perspective that supports this type of genealogy refers to the line of argument that emphasizes the continuities between the AOP and Thailand’s earlier history of peasant protest. The assembly is perceived to be the latest iteration of a long standing struggle between the peasants and the state. The struggle changes in form through different historical eras – the runaway phrai, millennial revolts, the CPT insurgency, and the PFT – but the essence of the struggle remains constant (Kanoksak Kaewthep, 1997 cf Baker, 2000).

While the political lineages of these two organizations could be directly and indirectly rooted in the aforesaid radical and leftist movements, the organizational and ideological discontinuities are worthy of some scrutiny. While the revolutionary agrarian reform program being espoused by the KMP is very similar with that of the CPP-NPA, the former does not openly call for armed struggle. As for the AOP, its general political line to a big extent is a reverse of the class politics of the CPT. Nevertheless, the general political practices of the two organizations interestingly exhibit similar oppositional practices of leftist movements. They equally resort to political organizing, education and mobilization, alliance building and networking with the middle class, enlightened politicians and elites, the academe, and emphasis on extra-parliamentary struggles.

Political Orientation and Agenda

The KMP is a national democratic organization. It believes that “imperialism, bureaucrat-capitalism, and feudalism” are the triumvirate reasons for Philippine underdevelopment and subservience to foreign interests, especially the U.S.  It employs class analysis in diagnosing Philippine society and perceives it to be in a prolonged state of semi-feudalism and semi-colonialism. Moreover, KMP respects armed struggle as the primary and most effective means of achieving genuine agrarian reform and societal transformation (Interview with Danilo Ramos, KMP President, December 2000).

At the national level, the KMP primarily works to defeat all forms of feudalism and put into effect a genuine agrarian reform, one that promotes a land-to-tiller program, agricultural cooperation among farmers and environment-friendly, sustainable agricultural development. The movement also endeavors for the advancement of peasant women’s welfare and rights. It also seeks to promote the protection of indigenous people’s right to self-determination (undated KMP Brochure).

On a global dimension, the KMP struggles for economic nationalism, while advocating for the eradication of the US-dominated foreign grip on local and global economies. It also seeks to ameliorate the aggravating political situation in the Philippines and espouses the establishment of an independent foreign policy that preserves every nation’s interests. Furthermore, the movement also works extensively for the institution of pro-people public policies and laws (undated KMP Brochure).

Meanwhile, the AOP espouses grassroots democracy where the balance of power tilts in the favor of the poor. It perceives a working democracy where people, especially the poor, directly participate in the political process, i.e. policy making. Similarly, the AOP respects those who employ armed struggle in achieving their goals because it is their belief and armed action is appropriate to the particular conditions of their struggle (Interviews with Wanida Tantivittayapitak, AOP Adviser, September and October 2002).

The AOP generally pursues what it perceives as an unprecedented local initiative to transform Thai society, focusing on human rights protection, social justice, the preservation of the natural environment, and people’s participation in development planning and implementation. To meet these goals, the movement seeks for the institution of a number of structural reforms (http://www.irn.org/programs/pakmun/assembly2.html and http://www.asianexchange.org/Movements/94959115185563.php#topmost).

The AOP lobbies for the passage of several bills and policies, namely, the protection of the rights of the urban poor and farmers in rural areas and the freedom of information act that would ensure unrestrained access to vital information. The movement also pushes for the creation of an office of the ombudsman to check government performance, the establishment of a progressive property tax system, and the institutionalization of public hearings (http://www.irn.org/programs/pakmun/assembly2.html and http://www.asianexchange.org/Movements/94959115185563.php#topmost).

. 

The KMP and the AOP are oppositional movements. They contest the exercise of power by the state and dominant groups in society. They act on unaccepted and neglected social issues and primarily work outside of the conventional decision-making process. These movements have the capacity to initiate and sustain extra-parliamentary political and collective action in their struggle to oppose the state and powerful groups in society and implement their version of social reform and change.

The oppositional politics of KMP and AOP, however, reflects a basic difference in the nature of their opposition. While KMP confronts the day-to-day issues and concerns of Philippine peasants, it also questions the very structure of Philippine society, perceives peasant struggles as a vital component for national liberation, and envisions the establishment of an alternative social system. On the other hand, while AOP’s politics likewise assails the unequal distribution of resources and power, it does not put into question the very structure and foundations of Thai society, that is, the monarchy, the power of bureaucracy, and the military. The structural reforms, thus far, that AOP struggles for are not geared towards a transformation of the whole Thai social system but towards policy changes and governmental or bureaucratic reforms (Interviews with AOP Advisors, October 9-11 and October 12-13, 2002).

In essence, the politics of KMP hinges on social transformation while AOP aims to achieve a political revolution. On the one hand, the former openly challenges the Philippine social structure to advance the interest of peasants and other social sectors. On the other hand, the AOP demands for political reforms within government and the bureaucracy in particular to advance the same. The fundamental difference in the politics of the two organizations, however, goes beyond the realization that societal change is the ultimate solution to social maladies. Their politics, for instance, could very well be dictated by the strength of their organizations manifested by mass following, national and international support, level of awareness of leaders and members, the accumulation of experiences, state repression, presence of counter-movements, and others. Moreover, the two organizations despite the said difference interestingly and univocally respect the use of armed struggle by other movements to achieve change. Lastly, they both contest the “onslaught” of capitalist globalization and condemn its enduring impact on the little people’s lives.

Strategy and Forms of Action

The KMP and AOP carry out their oppositional politics in three fronts:  local, national, and international. Both deeply rooted in the local struggles of peasants and villagers, these organizations draw their strength from local opposition. Opposition at the local level, however, can dissipate easily, becomes invisible to the rest of the population, and especially escape the attention of government if it is not elevated to a broader level. The national organizations provide the national dimension of local opposition. They link local problems to state policies and bring peasant concerns to the attention of the wider population. Local and national structures and conditions, however again, are in turn influenced and to a significant extent shaped by larger socio-historical structures. International linkages, then, become an important component of the organizations’ oppositional politics. For instance, advocacy, exchange programs, and the building of international political ties become a way of advancing local and national opposition. 

As oppositional organizations, both primarily rely on extra-parliamentary means of action. In varying degrees, the political actions of KMP and AOP range from launching simple mass struggles (e.g., large-scale demonstrations, camp-ins, pickets, mass campaign and information dissemination) to defiant and direct actions (e.g., confrontation, people’s arrest and trial, national strikes, barricades, lock-out, take-over, land occupation). But the two organizations also rely on parliamentary means to pressure political opponents and push their agenda. Parliamentary forms of struggle pertain to the conduct of negotiations and dialogues with government and its concerned agencies, lobbying, launching mass petitions, and attending in government committee hearings. In sum, these organizations both use the formal and non-formal channels to influence decision-making or carry out direct action.

To initiate and sustain political opposition, the KMP and AOP specifically employ three quintessential movement means and processes: organizing, advocacy and educational work, and mobilization. Organizing is generally geared towards recruitment and organization building; educational activities aim to raise the awareness of leaders and members and non-members;  mobilization demonstrates the movements’ readiness for collective action. These means are deemed inseparable and each comprises an integral component of the other. Moreover, while these processes are directly concentrated on their constituents, they include the media, academia, and sectors of the middle and the upper classes as well. The formation of alliances and networks are indispensable in the political work of the two organizations.

Organizational Structure and Dynamics

Another interesting angle of the KMP and AOP comparison would be points their organizational aspects. While KMP operates with a centralized federal structure, the AOP functions through a complex network of people’s organizations, NGOs, and movements.

The National Congress is the highest policy-making body of KMP.  It elects from the various local chapters the members of the National Council and officers of the National Executive Committee which function as the leadership bodies of the federation. The KMP national office is staffed by a secretariat working in various departments implementing the organization’s goals, programs and services – mass struggles, public information, education and training, economic welfare, organizing, international affairs, projects and special programs, and administration and finance. On the other hand, chapters at the regional, provincial, municipal, district, and barrio levels have respective administrative bodies and particular programs working along the general policies and programs of action of KMP (KMP 1993 Constitution ).

The KMP’s organizational dynamics, however, is far more complicated than its structure. In its first five years of existence, KMP as an organization functioned without a body. “Until around 1990, the KMP existed only as a nominal national structure; i.e., there was a set of structures the head of which were officeholders, but its membership was not active in the organization itself” (Weekley 2001).

The 1990s, however, proved to be the molding years of the KMP as an oppositional movement. During this period, it underwent organizational evolution and developed as a politically empowered actor. Peasant organizations of different political orientation and origins became active partners and chapters of KMP in open extra-parliamentary and parliamentary struggles. An exemplary case points to the experience of the self-organization of peasants in Hacienda Looc, Nasugbu, Batangas and their consequent affiliation with KMP (Jimenez, 2002).

As for the AOP, the Pho Khru Yai (People’s Delegates) serves as the ‘head’ of the organization under the close supervision of the Advisers composed of NGO activists and leaders, intellectuals, and veteran village leaders. These delegates are likewise elected by the villagers. The Secretariat, which oversees the day-to-day activities of the AOP, serves as the coordinating center and is likewise manned by NGO personnel, e.g., the Friends of the People (FOP). And in this less-but-often complicated structure are seven major network groups – dam, land and forest, state-development project, slum community, work-related illness, sustainable agriculture, and fisherfolk. Smaller sub-groups in their respective communities further support these grievance networks (Interviews with AOP Advisors September 24 and October 9-11, 2002).

Before the establishment of AOP, there were at least 25 local groups working to advance specific issues and concerns relative to their locality. The Pak Mool Dam declaration on 10 December 1995, however, provided the impetus for the creation of a larger network that pooled together these groups into seven major networks. Since then, the AOP as a national movement of networks has launched small and large scale mass demonstrations to advocate the seven major grievances (Interviews with AOP – People’s Delegates, October 9-11, 2002).

Dynamics of Oppositional Politics and Civil Society

While the politics of KMP and AOP manifests two dimensions of political opposition, their political activities have nevertheless affected how governments and businesses implement their development policies on the people, specifically the rural population. Four critical points can be emphasized to illustrate how these movements are able to reconstitute politics in Philippine and Thai societies, albeit, in varying degrees – strengthening of civil society, insistent local struggles, role of national organizations and external linkages, and the role of ideology.

Strengthening Civil Society

The first empirical dimension through which the oppositional practices of KMP and AOP are able to strengthen civil society is by way of advocacy. By ventilating peasant concerns, grievances, and struggles, the two organizations bring concrete issues such as landlessness, land grabbing and environmental destruction to the attention of the state and larger population. Issue advocacy, however, is just a first step.

A next critical move is the process of linking these issues with the existing power relations in society. The AOP advisers, for instance, are keen on explaining to their constituents how imbalanced the power relations between theThai state and business and the poor people are (Interviews with Wanida T. and B.C., 23-24 Septebmer 2000).
 For the KMP, its overarching Marxist structural approach to peasant and other social issues always underline such connections.

Another regular advocacy practice of the two movements is the utilization of all possible media channels as their medium. Through their initiatives, the print and broadcast media are contacted to televise or document their protest activities. In turn, the media mileage acquired by the KMP and AOP helps boost their pressure politics vis-à-vis their target political opponents. The incessant information campaign of the two movements to propagate particular issues, e.g., land grabbing and environmental destruction, keeps government or one or two of its agencies and involved business sectors in constant public scrutiny.

Second, these movements, through opposition, are able to directly defend peasants’ interest vis-à-vis more powerful social forces. Through direct action and confrontation, for instance, peasants gain concrete political, economic, and social benefits, e.g., maintaining control over the lands they till and protecting them from being converted. Two exemplars could be cited – the Hacienda Looc and the Kaeng Sua Ten dam struggles.

Hacienda Looc is a bountiful cove along the coastal lines of Nasugbu, Batangas and consists of 8,650 hectares with at least 10,000 residents. The attempts of the Philippine government and Fil-Estate Properties Inc. to convert the land into a tourist spot are being foiled by the UMALPAS-KA (People’s Association Against Land Destruction, literally translatable as Break Free!) and KMP primarily through direct confrontation. In the process, lives were sacrificed with movement members continuously being persecuted by the military and police, armed mercenaries, and powerful stakeholders. At present, the residents have not vacated the hacienda. The conversion activities were effectively stalled, though government and business have not abandoned their project.

In the case of the Kaeng Sua Ten dam, its construction would have a net loss of 1.3 billion bahts
, affect at least eleven villages in the province of Phrea, and effectively destroy  large tracts of forest lands including protected areas. As early as 1994, the villagers have confronted World Bank representatives who tried to conduct surveys with the aim of ascertaining the options in constructing the dam. Organized and concerned residents from at least two villages welcomed them with stones, axes, and bolos, and other farm implements to drive them away. The skirmish ended up with the villagers arresting captured representatives and investigated them for documentation. After two years, the villagers claim that the World Bank has stopped supporting the construction of the dam.

On 12 October 2002, another skirmish occurred in Phrae when the villagers discovered that several land clearers have been secretly clearing a portion of the land in one of the villages. The informants reported the situation to the AOP members who were conducting an area visit at the time. The villagers performed a citizens’ arrest similar to the aforementioned, confiscated the farm implements, and investigated the individuals. In the evening, iTV personnel rushed to the community and interviewed the concerned residents. According to the AOP leaders and village representatives, the incident serves as a constant reminder to them that the struggle is far from over and that government and business still have many surprises under their sleeves.

Third, the KMP and AOP are able to facilitate the political participation of peasants by engaging them and other sectors in collective political actions to advance their interests and challenge the power of political opponents. Mobilizations and day-to-day struggles demonstrate to the peasants that they could be active participants in political activities that will define their lives and future. In the process, they see and embrace the value of collective action in confronting their political opponents face-to-face. The process also reveals to them that their problems are not separate but are instead directly intertwined with those of the larger population. Collective action, however, also presumes a high degree of cohesion that is achieved through organization.

The Sustainable Agriculture group under the AOP, for instance, joined the assembly only in 1997 under the perception that only through a bigger group and action will it be able to advance its concerns. Today, members claim that government is now responding to their demands because they are bigger and stronger in terms of organization and mobilization.
 The Land group similarly asserts that “through sharing of experiences and knowledge more people work together and we become more powerful.”

In another case, the latest decision of the Thaksin government to open the sluice gates of the Pak Moon Dam for four months only for the succeeding five years prompted another wave of demonstrations by the AOP.
 The struggle, which is thirteen years old, has taught the members and supporters of the assembly painful and valuable lessons. A participant in a picket rally in front of the Government House, for instance, asserts that their collective journey is “not for themselves alone but for all the poor people and the Thai society as a whole.” Two more participants also argued that when they came to Bangkok, they learned about the government system – that there is unbalanced power and that the development project of government is not related to the people.”
 And on 29 October 2002, the AOP launched an indefinite camp-in protest in front of the Government House.

As for the KMP, the Hacienda Looc struggle proves to be the showcase for effective collective action. If the organized residents of the hacienda did not stake their individual interests and engage in group action, they could have long been evicted from their lands. The movement has also ritualized protest activities, e.g., October Peasant Week, Movement Anniversary, Human Rights Day, Agrarian Reform Day and etcetera (Jimenez, 2002a). This process acculturates movement members and advocates into the ethos of protest and collective action.

Fourth, the KMP and AOP are able to promote an “insurgent consciousness” (McAdam, 1982; Smith, 1991) through their consciousness-building activities. For instance, a very important step towards this goal is the conduct of educational activities to heighten the political awareness of their members and constituents. Equally important to this is that through the process of political contestation, and of hardships, failures, and success of struggles, peasants and non-peasants alike are exposed to a reality that change is imperative and by relying on themselves and their unity, change is in fact achievable.

Political education is a permanent component of KMP’s oppositional strategy. Members, for example, begin with basic courses for peasants, fisherfolk, indigenous peoples, women, urban poor, and youth. These courses are taught and discussed by full-time peasant organizers and activists from various organizational levels. At the intermediate level, they undergo a higher degree of educational training by taking activist courses and studying revolutionary agrarian reform. These political courses are coupled with various training programs to develop the skills of the movement’s leaders and members, such as mass campaigning and planning administration, instructors’ training, propaganda/speakers’ training, para-legal training on agrarian cases and human rights, research and documentation, and the art of negotiation. These activities are carried out to augment the movement’s politics (Jimenez, 2002b).

Akin to the practice of KMP, the AOP similarly holds educational activities to deepen and uplift the consciousness of its members, constituents and activists. One experience points to the establishment of the assembly’s School of Politics in the mid-1990s where activists and academics took turns in giving lectures about social issues and processes. The School was also central to the participation of the assembly in drafting the 1997 Constitution (Missingham, 1999). Moreover, the AOP conducts discussion groups to keep members abreast with local and national situations during protest activities. The advisers also plan and conduct non-formal training and education similar with those of the KMP.

Through oppositional advocacy, collective action, consciousness-building, and direct action, the KMP and AOP are able to create a space between the state and the family. This space or civil society becomes the site of contestation where people can express their grievances, challenge dominant powers, and aspire for change. The oppositional practices, however, could only work toward the strengthening of the space if in the process civil society acquires a bargaining power vis-à-vis dominant structures and processes.

Protest often fails.
 The failure or even the success of a protest action, however, is a shallow measure of the outcomes of the oppositional politics of the KMP and AOP. And obviously, if such were to be the basis of assessing the two organizations the assessment would be moot and academic. What is more important therefore is that through opposition, government or one of its institutions and business are prompted to review their decisions and policies. In the process, civil society participants (and in this case the peasants) learn how to deal with government officials and business representatives and familiarize themselves with the legal system. Moreover, through their political dealings the organization and its members are tempered by economic and extra-economic coercion.

The aforementioned struggles in Hacienda Looc and Kaeng Sua Ten dam explain the complexities of protest actions. Two critical points warrant some attention. On one hand, it could be said that the two cases aptly demonstrate how the oppositional politics of KMP and AOP has created a political space to counter government and business actions. Accordingly, civil society could be said to have acquired strength (bargaining power in particular) vis-à-vis powerful structures.

On the other hand, the success of the two struggles could be categorized as fleeting. It is transitory in the sense that government and business could always outmaneuver opposition by disposing both political and economic power. In the longer term, political opposition could simply burn out. This is exactly the logic behind the need for civil society organizations and movements when addressing the state question and the reason why activists must not confine themselves to a localist framework.

Insistent Local Struggles, National Organizations, and External Linkages

The national organizations of KMP and AOP draw their strength from local struggles. Struggles at the local level are the “microfoundations that transform individual agents into a collective actor that can engage in social activism” (Buechler, 2000). This level is likewise the site where oppositional civil society actors directly encounter and contest the exercise of power by the state and other dominant forces. To a very large extent, local struggles serve as the nucleus for national and transnational oppositional activities.

The oppositional politics of the KMP and AOP are anchored to local peasant struggles. Such struggles, however, could always be regarded as peripheral and provincial. The militant resistance of villages against land conversion and dam construction could easily be construed as anti-development and isolated cases of rural disturbances if their cause and nature are not projected and elevated to the national level. 

This is where national organizations assume an indispensable role. Two points need to be emphasized. First, the establishment of the national organizations of KMP and AOP not only consolidated small oppositional groups and collectivities but more importantly underscored the interconnection of grievances and demands asserted by member organizations. On the one hand, the AOP transformed small issue or grievance-based groups and collectivities into a national network or assembly of organizations and ultimately into a national movement. On the other hand, the KMP welded existing regional and provincial organizations, movements, and alliances into a confederated national movement.

Second, the KMP and AOP advanced local struggles to the national arena thereby transforming the issues of land conversion and environmental destruction into national opposition, a broader and higher level of contestation. Oppositional politics at the national level also demonstrates how local opposition is reciprocated by national actions and vice versa. At the local level the two organizations are able to challenge their political opponents face-to-face, while at the national level the organizations confront the source of policies that are perceived to engender local conflicts. Moreover, local organizations and the villagers themselves are able to compare their experiences and learn from each other by participating at the nationally orchestrated protest actions.

The oppositional politics of KMP and AOP, however, is not confined within the local and national socio-historical landscapes. Beyond these, a larger and still broader formation exists. Under globalization, nations, countries, and societies begin to realize the interconnections of their concerns and problems. The international linkages of the two movements provide a transnational dimension to the local and national peasant struggles. Local contestation is hence linked to global processes and structures and vice versa (Jimenez, 2002a). Projecting a local peasant struggle to the international level and contesting the dominance of international structures becomes a way of advancing local and national peasant interests (Jimenez, 2002a). In summary, national and transnational oppositions are an important extension of local political contestations.

The KMP and AOP heavily rely on contacts beyond the local scope to advocate peasant issues and concerns and launch national and cosmopolitan protests. The AOP, for instance, seeks the assistance of allies and support organizations like the Friends of the People, Student Federation of Thailand, Northern Development Foundation, students, economists, and political scientists from Chulalongkorn and Thammasat University, Northern Peasant Federation, Human Resettlement Foundation, sympathetic business associations, middle class supporters, etc. to carry out protest demonstrations in Bangkok. For international activities, the assembly relies on La Via Campesina,
 the Southeast Asian River Networks, International Rivers Network,
 the United Nations, Coalition of Anti-Dam Organizations and Activists in Japan, etc. for political and logistical support.

As for the KMP, it relies on a host of like-minded organizations and movements to conduct national protests and related activities, e.g., League of Filipino Students, Center for Genuine Agrarian Reform (SENTRA), National Federation of Fisherfolks (PAMALAKAYA), Public Interest Law Center, National Alliance of Women’s Organizations in the Philippines (GABRIELA), May 1 Movement (KMU), etc. (Jimenez, 2000a). At the transnational level, the movement coordinates and links up with the Landless Workers Movement of Brazil (MST-Brazil),
 Food First Informations and Action Network (FIAN),
 La Via Campesina, All Nepal Peasants Association (ANPA),
 Bangladesh Agricultural Labor Union, etc. (Jimenez, 2002a).

National and transnational oppositions necessitate a dense network of external organizational linkages. Through the above external linkages, the KMP and AOP are able to conduct exchange programs (cultural and information), advocacy work, mass mobilizations, and campaigns at the international level. What is more noteworthy about these linkages is the level of interaction between the two organizations.

Leaders and representatives from the two organizations not only know each other virtually but have also been acquainted with one another. For the past five years, they have conducted bi-lateral exchange programs through community exposures. They have also participated in international conferences, mass mobilizations, and similar exposure trips in Asia and Latin America.
 The relationship between the KMP and AOP is further established by their membership in the Via Campesina. As members, they partake in the coordination and mobilization of other peasant formations for transnational collective undertakings.
 Cosmopolitan linkages hence provide an international stature to the oppositional character of the organizations.

Role of Ideas in Activism

It is very convenient to jettison the role of ideology in the examination of present-day movements, especially if these formations are investigated using a civil society approach.
 Francis Fukuyama in 1992 came up with a big hegemonic clincher proclaiming the conclusion of ‘history.’ Meanwhile, the transnationalization of capital and labor has reached unprecedented scales and the tide of globalization encompassed all facets of human activity. Post-modernist theory has likewise gained prominence amongst the academics and professionals and is generally assumed to be non-ideological or anti-ideology.

However, David Hawkes in his book IDEOLOGY (1996) concluded that post-modernism is a consumerist ideology, just as the foregoing discussions point to the highly ideological character of the KMP and AOP. The Hacienda Looc struggle demonstrated how the development of an insurgent consciousness and the belief in the ideal of national liberation helped its leaders and members persevere and retain control of their lands (Jimenez, 2000b). In the case of the AOP, its philosophy of redefining the “poor,” re-orienting state development policy, and advancing grassroots/direct democracy has likewise engendered an oppositional consciousness among its constituents and to a certain extent among Thailand’s poor. Moreover, AOP leaders, supporters, and activists directly involved in the Kaeng Sua Ten dam struggle regularly invoke  idealistic principles of equality and equity and social justice.

KMP thrives through class politics while AOP relies on what is called people politics – a pro-poor, people-oriented development, and multi-sectoral politics. These movements address peasant concerns and grievances, directly and indirectly, through class- and grievance-based organizing, mobilization, and pedagogy. Ideology, hence, remains important not only in the emergence and development of contemporary social movements and civil society but in their analysis as well. Ideology has not vanished in Philippine and Thai societies.

Conclusions

The foregoing discussions on the political practices of the KMP and AOP elicit several inferences that impinge on the themes problematized in the study - oppositional politics and civil society and the comparative examination of civil society dealings through political contestation.

Thai and Philippine grassroots organizations challenge the state and dominant forces in society through oppositional politics. It is also through opposition that the KMP and AOP advance and defend the interest of their constituency vis-à-vis perceived political opponents. Oppositional politics, however, assumes various forms and does not necessarily preclude collaborational activities with government institutions. Moreover, political contestation is carried out at different levels and transcends local, national, and transnational boundaries. This process of amplification could be referred to as “political scaling” (Jimenez, 2002a) or the conscious activity of waging political battles on different fronts. Oppositional politics at the national and cosmopolitan levels reveals strategic and tactical alliances with both sectoral and multi-sectoral transnational movements, organizations, and networks.

The KMP and AOP have thus far demonstrated how oppositional politics could strengthen a space in society where aggrieved and neglected sectors could articulate their concerns and struggle for social and political change. Independent of government and business and often adversarial to their policies, civil society constitutes an alternative venue for political contestation. The heavy reliance of the two movements on extra-parliamentary struggles similarly attests to the non-governmental character of civil society.

Specifically, the two oppositional movements are able to strengthen civil society through advocacy, collective action, direct action, and the promotion of an insurgent consciousness. Through advocacy, peasant issues and concerns are brought to the attention of the state and the larger population. Through collective action, peasants are able to demonstrate their strength in numbers and the ability to transcend individualism and engage in cooperative political undertakings. Through direct action, peasants are able to confront their adversaries head on and achieve immediate results or benefits. And through consciousness-building activities, the organized peasants realize the necessity and prospect of change to alleviate their situation.

The abovementioned empirical dimensions invoke the concept of bargaining power on an equally empirical plane. Two cases aptly demonstrate this – the Hacienda Looc and Kaeng Sua Ten dam struggles. For that matter, oppositional movements and organizations realize that future and on-going government and business development programs and activities could not only be contested but also put to a halt. And only in this manner could civil society claim that it has achieved a certain degree of bargaining power.

On a theoretical and normative plane, the KMP and AOP were able to enjoin peasants and non-peasants alike toward oppositional politics through oppositional consciousness, collective action, and mobilization. A strong civil society could hence be likened to a space that operates as a breeding ground for intentional pedagogy, organization, and socialization. In this space, a strong sense of conscious action and collectivism is thereby nurtured and promoted. And for that matter, Chandhoke (1995) likewise asserts that “no emancipation is possible in the modern world without a strong civil society that can strengthen the public sphere and can provide a haven from a centre of resistance to the Behemoth state.”

In a comparative perspective, a couple of interrelated indices could be extricated to explain the convergence and divergence of the oppositional politics of the KMP and AOP and how they are able to strengthen civil society and these indices are experience and political organizational characteristics. Movement experience could very well be influenced by the type of membership while the type or range of constituency could likewise be shaped by the accumulation of experiences. Political organizational characteristics, meanwhile, heavily rely on the length and quality of movement experience. In sum, the two indices mutually reinforce each other in the process.

The first index pertains to the particular histories of the two movements in relation with resistance and activism at the experiential level. The accumulation of their experiences, however, should be contextualized in a broader perspective. By locating them in Philippine and Thai social histories, two important factors are taken into consideration, that which relates to state intervention and social control and the other pertaining to the involvement of external political organizations. In effect, the environment in which the KMP and AOP have evolved from and the current social milieu in which they operate is factored in, e.g., history of government action or inaction on peasant problems, the defeat or persistence of revolutionary movements, etc.

The second invokes the political organizational characteristics of oppositional movements. Specifically, these refer to constituency, political pedigree, orientation and agenda, strategy and forms of action, and organizational structure and dynamics. While every organization employs similar methods of building itself as a potential opposition, the difference lies in said specific means and processes. This is why the KMP and AOP vary mainly in terms of goals, program and ideology. Their political organizational differences, in turn, reflect the character of their oppositional politics and impact on the specific ways with which they are able to strengthen civil society.
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� See the works of Constantino and Constantino (1978) and McCoy and de Jesus (1982) for the Philippine case and Luther (1978), Missingham (1999), and Rungrawee (2002) for the Thai case.





� Prior research has been done by the author about the KMP (Jimenez, 2002a). He has also published on the local dimension of KMP’s oppositional peasant politics (Jimenez, 2002b). He now integrates a fresh research on


 the AOP and utilizes a civil society approach in the examination of the political practices of the two movements.


� This perception of civil society could be traced from Sztompka’s (1998) sociological and cultural concept and that of Pérez-Díaz’s (1998) minimalist or socio-cultural minimalist categories.


� The expansiveness of civil society organizations in the 1990s has likewise prompted many observers to correlate a strong civil society in a social environment where a multitude of organizations exists. Hewison and Rodan (1996) critically opines that social pluralism does not necessarily entail political pluralism. The proliferation ofOs from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s likewise prompted a skeptical view that involvement in these organizations has become an occupation – a means of livelihood so to speak (Interviews with Prapart, 16 September 2002 and discussions with political science students of Thammasat University, 27 September 2002).


� On this note, Naruemon opines that AOP could be perceived as a reformist movement but it is very different from traditional movements (Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University, 23 September 2002).


� Field notes and interviews with KMP leaders (December 2000) and AOP advisers (September and October 2002).


� Dr. Pree Cha (Integrated Studies, Thammasat University) argues along the same line with the opinion that the Thai Constitution still reflects the interests of the power groups and middle class (Interiews, 18 September 2002).


� Prapart Pintoptaeng, among others, argues about the positive role of mass media in projecting the voice of the poor (1998 cf Baker 2000; Perosnal interviews, Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University, 16 September 2002). See also Missingham, 1999; Baker, 2000 and Rungrawee, 2002.


� For a complete account, please refer to Jimenez, 2002a and Jimenez, 2002b.


� The Nation, 6 February 1987.


� Interviews with Phrae villagers, 11-13 Octrober 2002. The names of key informants and villages were withheld in accordance with the strict request of AOP advisers and activists.


� Personal notes and interviews with participants, 12 October 2002; Video footages taken by the author entitled “KST Dam Affected Areas and Incident, Vol. 1 & 2”; and The Nation, 6 February 1987.


� Interviews with representatives of people’s organizations from the Sustainable Agriculture and Land groups, 10 October 2002, People’s Delegates General Assembly, National Resettlement Foundation, Bangkok.


� For a complete account of the AOP’s struggle against the construction of the Pak Moon Dam, see Naruemon, 1997; Missingham, 1999; and Rungrawee, 2002.


� Interviews at Government House with three participants (23 September 2002).


� Field notes, 10 October 2002, People’s Delegates General Assembly, National Resettlement Foundation, Bangkok


� Quoted from an anonymous reviewer of the author’s dissertation draft, February 2003.


� Via Campesina or LVC is an international movement that coordinates peasant organizations of small and middle-scale producers, agricultural workers, rural women, and indigenous communities from Asia, Africa, America, and Europe. It principally aims to develop solidarity and unity in the diversity among small farmer organizations to promote economic relations of equality and social justice; the preservation of land; food sovereignty; sustainable agricultural production; and an equality based on small and medium-scale producers (� HYPERLINK http://ns.rds.org.hn/via/what-is.htm ��http://ns.rds.org.hn/via/what-is.htm�)


� IRN supports local communities working to protect their rivers and watersheds. We work to halt destructive river development projects, and to encourage equitable and sustainable methods of meeting needs for water, energy and flood management (� HYPERLINK "http://www.irn.org/index.asp?id=/basics/about.html" ��http://www.irn.org/index.asp?id=/basics/about.html�)


� The MST-Brazil claims that it is the largest social movement in Latin America and one of the most successful grassroots movements in the world. The MST serves as the organizational medium of landless peasants to implement land reform from below. From a regional organization to becoming a national movement, the MST likewise transformed itself “from a sectoral ‘agrarian reform’ social movement to a political movement with a national agenda” (Petras, 1998).


� FIAN is a grassroots organization with members in some 60 countries and sections and co-ordinations in 19 countries on three continents. The global campaign for agrarian reform is one of the chief concerns of the organization (refer to � HYPERLINK "http://www.fian.org/" ��http://www.fian.org/�)


� The ANPA is currently working to develop a social base for its class struggle in Nepal. It is in the process of establishing peasants’ courts in the villages of Nepal to attend to cases dealing with the exploitation of peasants (� HYPERLINK http://www.yomari.com/p-review/2000/02/03022000/peasantscourt.html ��http://www.yomari.com/p-review/2000/02/03022000/peasantscourt.html�).


� Interviews with KMP leaders (December 2000) and AOP advisers (September 2002).


� The leaders of both organization strictly requested that the details of their interaction and activities be put in general terms for security purposes.


� Steven Buechler (2000), for instance, argues that “ideology has become an orphan in social movement theory”. And in my discussions and debates with movement members and leaders of the KMP and AOP and Thai academics, they tend to be strongly skeptical of civil society as a term and framework of study.


� Field notes, Phrea, 11-13 October 2002.


� On one hand, the study is a validation of the Suthy Prasartset’s claim that “the AOP is the one of the leading movements in the struggle to strengthen civil society” (1997 cf Baker, 2000; Interviews, 6 December 2002, Demonstration in front of the Government House). On the other hand, the study serves as an anti-thesis to the claim that the AOP does not achieve the objective of association in the form of civil society (Sorot Sirisai, 1999 cf Baker, 2000).






