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IT IS 'RUNCOM KUTO HEAR COMMENTS LIKE 3
%"’ “NGO d pohtma@uld never mix.” The suggestion
ing made is XBS s should confine themselves to
5 . velopment\@d' must leave the business of politics to
oI|t|C|ans

1 v &
& \O Thi @n\)t unlike what Jesus said to Simon the zealot and
t ‘ %ther apostles that they stick to fishing from then on.
X\Q OJesus rejected Simon’s proposal for him take on the role
Q 4 of King as a political ruler. Jesus’ vision was not of this
( v world, and certainly not the world of politics.
(9

;\/ Where is the prevailing notion about NGOs and politics
coming from? Is this just a reflection of a common aversion
of ordinary citizens towards politicians? Or does it go much
deeper? If so, what is it in the NGO vision of society that
gives rise to this notion? And what of this vision informs
their strategies and day-to-day existence? Or, are NGOs
failing to appreciate political realities and therefore are

guilty of posing false contradictions?
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These are the questions that this presentation hopes to address.
Hopefully, the answers to these questions can shed insights into some
of the dilemmas confronting NGOs.

Defining NGO Character

y nature NGOs are voluntary formations. In the broadest sense,
NGOs constitute the self-organized portion of any modern society.
In other words, the civil society within the larger national society
that lies somewhere in between government and every individual citizen.
W 7
In this sense, NGO is a theoretical construct that may apply to nearly
any self-organized group with a social purposejwhether transformative
or not. This contrasts widely with the limited deflnltlon the UN gave it
in 1953 when NGO first entered the’off"mal Ianguage,

Up until very recently, NGO has$ retalned its I|m:tegoff|0|al meanlng «In
the Agenda 21 of the Unlted Natlons Conferenoe on Enwronrnent and
Development (UNCED) held in June 1992 ' Rio, NGOs are but one of
the nine so-called mdependent sectors Which mclude women, youth,

indigenous people workers farmers, among otl;lers
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Using C|V|I~soc|ety framework “all orgamzatlons within these UN-
recognized séctors may be called NGOs. 'They are a product of citizens’
|n|t|at’ve to organlz,e themselves to meet certain social needs.
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In contrast government as a’sy‘stem of structures and processes of

uling is an rmposmon upon souety and the citizen. Its business is to

govern, to C‘ommand resources and loyalties, to rule the entire society.
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S ne inherent";differences between government, as a centralizing
\ m‘echan’isf}rﬁ, and NGO, as voluntary or self-organizing entity,
are,vririat make for a polar divergence of their concept of politics,
defined siirrrbly as power playing field. Government politics is integrative,
concentrating power to the highest desired level and as far as sustainable

{ from 'the perspective of national consensus.

.....

On the other hand, NGO politics tends to do exactly the reverse. Its
basic trajectory is redistributive. This is the fundamental anti-power
monopoly bias of NGO. The intention is to redistribute power around
as many circles as possible in an almost endless horizontal.
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Conflict of Values

mall is beautiful. Big may be beautiful too if it is a mere

aggregation, not concentration, of myriads of small. This is

probably one of the most cherished values of the NGO. And it is
this value that has the strongest influence on the NGO concept of a
future society, strategy of change and politics.

Spontaneity and initiative are also held dear by NGOs. For them,
command, imposition, big structures, huge bureaucracies are a basic
no-no and have no place in their system. These * evrls belong only to
the politicians and bureaucrats, to the politics of the’ blg whose bent is
control and manipulation of otherwise self-willing mudltitudes.

s
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Sharing is also highly valued. This has been nurtured in the NGOs by a
tradition of charity. But beyond that, ’N(‘B‘Os are well aware "of the reallty
of inequalities in the distribution of resources and degernmakrng power
Their proximity to the poor and powerless glves them a much deeper
sense of the need to share W|th others. N ;“‘ Y,
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In terms of processes, NGOs put a hlgh premlum on abottom -up track.
Top-down approach which is Qharacterlstlc ofwgovernment and
conventional development is’ most detestabre aIthough the more
realistic among NGOs could~SettIe for an approprlate mix of the two
processes. % Lo ) X"
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From a stnCtIy phllosophlcal V|ewp0|nt the future society for NGO is an
anarchrst one. No goVernment to lord it over the citizen, only an endless
array of voluntary societies transacting spontaneously among

A themselves It |s*a society where there are no politicians or bureaucrats,
bt probap(y:only citizen diplomats.

...»f\:th'i's is the vision underpinning the political behavior of NGOs
then it stands to reason that their daily grind is understandably

being aimed at disempowering government in a step by step

process leading to its final disappearance from the social landscape. At
the level of vision, this should pose no trouble. For who would be averse
to a social setup where no mediation is necessary to get what one
needs?

But it is precisely the transformative nature of the vision that drives
committed NGOs into trouble with government and among themselves.
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NGOs as social change agents are an angry lot, and for good reasons.
And hopeless visionaries as they are, not too rarely do they find
themselves caught in a curious mix-up about politics. They see
inequalities and oppression all around. They realize how the rich and
powerful plunder society’s life support system. And government and
politicians, in their view, are a main party to all these.

And yet NGO by themselves, because of their smallness and limited
mandate, cannot do much to change the situation. They hate what
they call dirty politics but at the same time realize that they cannot
just wish it away. They know only too well that at the end of the day,
when the shouting dies down, it is the politician WO deudes the big
questions. o

NGOs and Social Politics ")

enerally, NGOs would“Consider themsel\xe\g apol|t|cal In Other
words, they describe thelr activities as ‘ion- profit, non—sectarlan
and non-partisan. But the reality is, and espemally as this applies
to those committed to, changing socl‘ety they are, not as immune as
they say. They are pol|t|cal and partrsan in a dlfterent sense.
$ ‘. 4 \ b " -
The farthest tbat progresswe\and m|I|‘tant NGOS can admit to being
political is to" 'say that them politics is development politics. But what
abou‘t“ this developmen‘t’> Even if cohfinéd only to alleviation of the lot
of ax éectlon of sociéty, the marglnahzed who are the NGOs’ avowed

partners such. development cannot deny the fact that big decisions

.are being, made by poI|t|C|ans and their corporate allies and that there’s

no escapmg the |mpact of such decisions.
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Translated in other terms the development politics of NGOs means

““soclal moblllzatlon of the underclasses in order to create an effective
\ .~le\/erage gn pol|t|C|ans Theirs is non-party politics. And as a rule, NGOs

think thatvthls is their proper domain. To engage in party politics is to
cro.s.s‘the limits of the political terrain that they have defined for

/themselves.

.....

ocial politics, as NGOs would probably call their politics, has its

obvious limits. Its logical end suggests that people take matters

into their own hand in spite of government. But unless this sort
of politics is stretched beyond legal boundaries and goes overboard
into the terrain of radical revolution, the farthest it can go is to create
political pressure with an eye to policy reform and improvement of
governance.
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NGOs and Partisan Electoral Politics

There is a halfway arena of course. And that is partisan electoral politics.
But this is precisely what the NGOs have all this time been trying to
avoid. And they are caught in a bind.

etween their social politics and their revolutionary vision lies

the world of politicians. NGOs don’t belong there by choice or

have taken all the pains to avoid it. It's never been an easy
choice.
Not till recently, NGOs in the Philippines have always 's"\hied away from
elections or conventional partisan contests. In the“past, they would
confine themselves to supporting what they thought to be progressive
candidates. Or if they would allow someone from their own to run, the
poor fellow would be advised to offlc(aHy out his NGO umb“illcal cord at

least temporarily. M Q ) LY
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Now it is beginning to dawn; on the NGOs that“For as Iong as electlons
continue to be the main Ieg|t|m|2|ng mechanlsm for offlcral governance
they will have to be prepared to Jump mto the fray and hope to be able
to replace traditional poI|t|C|ans wlth their own. And yet they are not
prepared for thl§ kind of conteSt N wAv
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Electoral politics is a very"“unfamiliar ter'raiih for NGOs. It has its own
dynamlcs and nuances.; “The demands and requirements in terms of
readiness are beyohd what NGOs have been used to facing. It is an
entlrely dlfferenf ballgame But it must be played.

The electora’r record of Phrllpplne NGOs are at best minimal. Their few
attempts at partlsan contests have in fact been a disaster. Because of
this SOme even doubt if involvement makes any sense at all, suggesting

A tha‘t NGOs better go back to where they belong, organizing people for
\\self empOwerment So back to social politics.

'w/
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n the other hand the more determined among the NGOs believe
they should carry on. The point is to master the terrain. To
acquire such mastery requires first a recognition of the limits
of social politics. For example, a manifestation of a hundred thousand
peasants and workers does not automatically convert into a similar
number of votes. Or one may have a nicely crafted and sound agenda
for change, which is where NGOs are good at, but the voters look for
appealing names.




Learning and mastering the technology of elections is crucial. Such
realization impels NGOs to study harder. They try to dig deeper into
the voters’ psyche, so to speak. They try to analyze what makes
politicians tick. They search for effective techniques appropriate to every
phase of an electoral exercise. It is not easy but they think they have
to do all these to be up to the challenge.

Overcoming Amhivalence

Given their nature, NGOs will continue to have a mixed, and perhaps
confused, attitude towards politics. There is no easy,w'? of overcoming
this kind of ambivalence as this is probably the way»thlngs are and will
be for NGOs. %
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The point, perhaps, is for the NGO gﬁ;ﬁlld an arse@iﬁbf strategies
and include the electoral in it. TZ‘@ 6art|cular \t‘ér‘raln cann,g\\be

surrendered to the poI|t|C|arTs. . \;E\& \w\\ o

7

N’
Development is, at the root, a political questlon\QY{lje enough,

the kind of dev'gJopment we a‘ke\gettlng so f&(‘and which NGOs

want to change has been‘»&argely deg‘g‘ﬁwmed by the big
politicians. Thls’hqnnot go on. \{\\' ‘“f}
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But if the W\(Srld now b.e‘gQéd toward\{’ﬁ “edge, is to be saved and
changed for the betIer§>the NGOs be i critical element in the process
mu%t;j%lve to find \éf{Way of rec%’@xﬁng their development vision and
practice with thé%alltles of p
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