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ABSTRACT

The collapse of communism in Eastern Europe in 1989 and the necessity to establish a
new world order has presented a challenge to the United States (U.S.) to reformulate its
foreign policy. Future U.S. policy in the Asia Pacific Region will inevitably affect the
U.S. relationship with the Republic of the Philippines (R.P), and this thesis provides a
framework for understanding that relationship better. This thesis traces the roots of social
unrest in the Philippines and demonstrates how the conflict between the elite and the
common people has been the cause of rebellion, revolt, revolution and insurgency from the
beginning of the Spanish colonial era until today. It concludes that the “special” relations
which have characterized traditional U.S. policy in the Philippines are no longer in the best
interests of either the U.S. or the R.P.. It recommends that the U.S. withdraw its military
forces from the Philippines before the end of the century and substitute directed economic
assistance for military assistance as the best method of promoting democracy and

contributing to the removal of causes of insurgency in the Philippines.
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I. INTRODUCTION

After nearly one hundred years of colonial and “special” relations, the United States
(U.S.) and the Republic of the Philippines (R.P.) have reached a critical point in their
bilateral relationship. The evolving world order, changing interests of the United States,
delicate sovereignty issues, and the reemergence of nationalistic feelings among Filipinos
have brought the U.S. and R.P. to this point of decision. Together, the two governments
will either positively redefine their relationship and build upon the many strengths in their
long association, or attempt to retain this “special” relationship and allow their mutually
beneficial national friendship to deteriorate.

Historically, the Americans have pursued their interests in the Philippines by working
through the Philippine elite--a practice which pre-dated the arrival of the Americans and
was initiated by the Spanish colonial administration. This practice is the reason there is a
rift between the elite and the masses today. Over the years, U.S. policies in the Philippines
have exacerbated this rift because they have tended to favor the elites and work to the
detriment of the masses. The U.S. has had little choice but to work through the elites
because the elite-led government ultimately controlled the access to bases which were vital
to the national security of the U.S. However, the international relations environment is
changing and along with it, U.S. interests in the Philippines.

U.S. interests around the world and in the Philippines began to change in 1989 when
the retreat of communism in Eastern Europe eased tensions between the U.S. and
U.S.S.R.. The end of the Cold War in Europe demonstrated how the U..S. strategy of
“containment” had been very effective there; however, the strategy still faced a continuing

challenge in the Asia Pacific Region from the People’s Republic of China, the Democratic




People’s Republic of Korea and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Fortunately, Cold War
tensions in the APR which were linked to U.S.-U.S.S.R. competition did ameliorate, and
as they did, the relative importance of U.S. access to Subic Naval Base and Clark Air Base
in the Philippines began to fade along with the Soviet threat.

The U.S.-U.S.S.R. rapprochement which accompanied the end of the Cold War in
Europe is the foundation upon which the international community can build a new world
order and the U.S. can refocus its interests. As the bipolar world disappears, the U.S. will
be able to retreat from the vigilance of “containment” and build a new strategy with a
different mix of political, military and economic interests. U.S. military forces in the
Philippines will inevitably be affected by these coming changes.

The United States must formulate a new policy to reflect its evolving interests in the
Philippines. This policy should be based on a thorough understanding of the roots of
social unrest, the long-standing conflict between the social classes, and the relationship
between the elite and their former colonial patrons. The objective of this thesis is to trace
the roots of social unrest in the Philippines and demonstrate how conflict between the elite
and the common people has been the cause of rebellion, revolt, revolution and insurgency
from the beginning of the Spanish colonial era unti] today.

This thesis will tell the story of social unrest from the 16th century through the Aquino
administration. The historical eras for review include the Spanish Colonial Period, the
American Colonial Period, Early Philippine Independence, the Period of Budding
Nationalism, the Marcos Years and Current Politics. Note that throughout this thesis, the
story of unrest will be largely framed by the conflict between the elite and the masses.
With this foundation complete, this thesis will draw conclusions, analyze U.S. interests in
the Philippines, pose three policy options, then recommend one option for the U.S. to

implement.




II. THE SPANISH COLONIAL PERIOD (1565-1898)

In 1521, Ferdinand Magellan landed on the island of Cebu in the archipelago which
would later be named the Philippines. Spain would colonize the Philippines in 1565! and
set out to exploit the people and resources for the benefit of the Spanish crown.2 The
Spanish colonial administration would impose the severest controls on the native
population, lay the groundwork for centuries of social unrest, spark nationalistic feelings
among the Filipinos and lose the colony in a war with the Americans. The primary legacy

of Spanish colonial rule in the Philippines would be one of class conflict.

A. SPANISH CONTROL

During its 350 years of rule, the Spanish Crown was efficient in its administration of
the Philippines, controlling the archipelago until the revolt of 1896 with never more than
5,000 Spaniards.> The colonial administration would enforce its rule and fulfill its agenda
by exercising four levels of executive authority in the Philippines: the datu controlled a
barangay (village), a gobernador-cillo controlled a pueblo, an glcalde major controlled a
province and the govemnor-general ruled the colony.4 This system of executive authority

continued until the Spanish exodus in 1898.

1. Teodoro A. Agoncillo, Introduction to Filipino History (Manila: Bookmark,
1974) p. 39.

2. Nina Vreeland, Area Handbook for the Philippines (Washington DC: US
Government Printing Office/American University, 1976) p. 46.

3. Teodoro A. Agoncillo, A Short History Of The Philippines (New York: The New
American Library, 1975) p. 45.

4. Pedro A. Gagelonia, Filipino Nation: History and Government (Manila: Navotas
Press, 1977) p. 34, 78.




A datu was the native chief of his village and local custom prescribed that he inherit his
position. The Spanish perceptively continued the traditions of the datu and used the
position as an integral component in the colonial administration. However, the Spanish
placed a limit on Filipino participation in government. Filipinos were not permitted to
advance beyond gobernador-cillo, and even that appointment was controlled by the colonial
administration and the Church.3

The key to efficient colonial rule in the Philippines lay in Spain’s practice of co-opting
the barangay’s datu and monitoring local activities by placing Spanish clerics in each
barangay. The depth of control is better understood when one learns that church and state
were unified under the Spanish Crown and the union was so secure that government
officials were “defenders of the faith™ and priests were government agents. This practice
permitted extraordinary control of the Filipinos because the marriage between church and
state implied that obedience to the Church and allegiance to the state were both necessary
for one to receive eternal salvation. The conversion of Filipinos to Catholicism may have
been a separate and important achievement to the Spanish, but the near wholesale
conversion of Filipinos permitted an impressive blend of Spanish civil and “spiritual”
control, even down to the village level.6

What kind of people were the Spanish trying to control? When the Spanish arrived
they found a native population of Negrito, Indonesian and Malay peoples; however,
Chinese, Vietnamese, Japanese and Arab immigrants mixed with the blood of the native

population.” Interestingly, these diverse peoples were exposed to a common culture, yet

5. Vreeland, Handbook, p. 48-49.

6. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 49-50.
7. Gagelonia, Filipino, p. 19.




they were divided by eight major languages and countless dialects.® Language diversity is
one reason a central system of government never evolved to unite the barangays. Alliances
between barangays did form, but they were temporary and typically designed to defend
against attack from local enemies.® Excluding the centralized governments of the Moslem-
dominated islands further south, the barangay was the most sophisticated form of
government in the Philippines prior to the Spanish arrival.10

The diverse languages and the absence of a central government in the archipelago
divided the native people. The Spanish effectively exploited these disadvantages for their
gain. Had Spain chosen, language could have been a common bond unifying its colonial
subjects; however, only a handful of Filipino elites were permitted to learn Spanish.1l The
result would be two classes of native people: a very select group of Filipinos closely
associated with Spanish government and business (illustrados), and a remaining population
of unorganized peasants with little except the potential power of numbers. The Filipino
elite consequently grew closer to the Spanish colonial administration but further away from
the Filipino peasants.

Spain’s language policy enabled the colonial administration to control its subjects more
effectively. The colonial administrators would pit Filipino elites against Filipino peasants,
employ conscripts from one linguistic group against another, and similarly manipulate

competing barangays. The Spanish effectively impiemented their “divide and rule” policy

8. Agoncillo, A_Short History, p. 24.
9. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 19.

10. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 9.
11. Karnow, Stanley, In Qur Image: America’s Empire in the Philippines (New

York: Random House, 1989) p. 201.




in the Philippines,!2 but the policy led the Filipino people to detect their common identity

and work to overcome the divisiveness.

B. THE NATURE OF SOCIAL UNREST

Localized peasant rebellion, elite attempts at reform, and open revolt each played a part
in Filipino efforts to improve their lives under Spanish control. Peasant rebellion in the
Philippines grew out of four unfair practices the government permitted to continue: forced
conscription, forced labor, the concentration of wealth among the elite, and the
concentration of power among priests and their authority over agriculture interests.!3 To
exacerbate the problem, financial gain was the principal reason Spain maintained the
Philippines as a colony;!4 and as an unfortunate consequence, greed and corruption
infected every level of the colonial administration. Local government officials, priests and
landowners garnered much of their wealth by working in unison to exploit the peasants;
and consequently, the peasants directed their grievances against these local elites.

Spanish exploitation of the native people was universal in the archipelago and created
an environment ripe for peasant unrest Initial protests sich as the Pampanga Revolt of
1585 and the Tondo Conspiracy of 1587 erupted as peasants chafed under the final stages
of Spanish conquest.13 Later, unrest seemed tailored to respond to specific losses suffered
by the peasants. The clergy for example, were unrelenting and unforgiving in their

program for converting Filipinos to Catholicism. The Filipinos responded to the

12. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 79, 85, 92.
13. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 45, 60, 71-79.
14. Gagelonia, Filipino, p. 74.

15. John Phelan, The Hispanization of the Philippines (Madison, Wisconsin:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1959) p. 145.




denigration of their nativistic faith with the Bohol Rebellion in 1622 and the Panay
Rebellion in 1663; both were failed attempts by the native people to revive their own fait'.
and throw off the Spanish Catholic yoke.16

In the eighteenth century, agrarian rebellions like those in Batangas, Laguna, and
Morong arose in response to abuses suffered by peasants on friar-owned estates.
Increasingly, the Spanish relied upon the friars to control the people and through the
eighteenth and nineteenth century, the Filipinos focused their wrath on the friars and other
elites.!7 Just as the Spanish exploitation of the peasants had been universal throughout the
archipelago, peasant response to the abuse was also universal. Unfortunately for the
peasants, they were not effectively unified in rebellion until 1896. The Spanish colonial
administration, by contrast, was always unified in its policy of control. Peasant unrest
through the late nineteenth century can be simply characterized as local uprisings designed
to settle local peasant grievances.!8

The peasants rebelled against local elites to improve their living conditions, but it
should be noted that the unrest was neither national in scope!? nor aimed at independence
from Spain. The peasants did not want the Spanish government to leave the Philippines,

they just wanted better treatment. With this clearly being the Filipino peasants’ attitude, it

16. David R. Sturtevant, “Philippine Social Structure and its Relation to Agrarian
Unrest,” A Dissertation for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, Department of History,
Stanford University, California, 1958. pp. 106-108.

17. Gagelonia, Eilipino, pp. 96, 110-111.

18. Phelan, Hispanization, p. 151.
19. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 73.




is clear that before the nineteenth century the peasants had not yet developed a national
conscience.20

Filipino peasants may not have had a national conscience, but neither did the Filipino
elite. The peasants suffered from the inequities perpetuated by the Spanish and Filipino
elite, but the Filipino elite suffered their own indignity--a second class status relative to
Spanish citizens.?! However, to alleviate this indignity the Filipino elite did not seek
independence, but instead subjected themselves to further Spanish ridicule. The elite

sought the full inclusion of the Philippines as a province of Spain.

C. THE RISE OF FILIPINO NATIONALISM

In the 1870s, Filipino intellectuals living in Spain spearheaded a reform movement
which advocated full inclusion of the Philippines by Spain. The movement championed
five reforms: the assimilation of the Philippines as a province; full representation for the
Philippine province in the Spanish national assembly; equality of Filipinos and Spanish
before the law; equality of Filipinos and Spanish in the Church; and individual freedoms
for Filipinos.2? The idea of reform was fostered by some of the brightest Filipino minds,
but the movement was poorly organized and financed, and its leadership was divided.
Supporters remained hopeful, but reforms and the rights of colonial subjects were of little
concern to the Spanish.2

In 1892, the intellectual soul of the reform movement, Jose Rizal y Mercado, was

exiled to a distant Philippine island for his part in supporting reforms. Sadly for the

20. Phelan, Hispanization, p. 151.
21. Karnow, Image, p. 68.

22. Gagelonia, Filipino Nation, p. 114.
23. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 108.




Filipinos, any hope for reform was banished along with Rizal. In 1896, Rizal was released
from exile when he volunteered to serve the Spanish as a military surgeon in the Cuban
Revolution. However, before Rizal could reach his destination he was falsely accused of
masterminding a growing seditious movement and forced to return to the Philippines where
he was executed. In truth, Rizal had refused when rebels asked him to support their
nationalistic movement.24 Rizal may have functioned as the conscience for Spain in its
administration of the Philippines, but he remained a patriot to Spain even as he faced his
execution, stating, “I have sought political liberty, but never the freedom to rebel.” The
sad irony of Rizal’s martyrdom indicates how strongly many among the Filipino elite
identified with Spain.

With the failure of the elite in their attempts at reform, peasant leaders retook the
initiative and turned to revolution. Out of frustration over Rizal’s exile, a secret society, the
Katipunan, was organized in 1892 to promote revolution and support Filipino peasants in
their difficult daily lives. Initially, membership in the Katipunan grew slowly, reaching
only 300 by 1895. Within a year, the membership had reached 10,000 as the awareness of
independence grew.2>

While the Katipunan membership was growing, the peasants in central and southern
Luzon began to rise up against their land owners. Food shortages and low crop prices
drove them to these desperate acts. The peasants’ hopeless situation and the uncommon
injustice of Rizal’s martyrdom primed them for revolt, but the Filipino elites maintained
their allegiance to Spain, fearing most of all their loss of position and wealth. To co-opt the

Filipino elite and drive a wedge between them and their Spanish masters, the founder of the

24. Karnow, Image, p. 71.

25. Richard J. Kessler, Rebellion and Repression In The Philippines (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1988) pp. 10-11.




Katipunan, Andres Bonifacio, forged elite signatures on the Katipunan membership rolls
and secretly passed the document to the colonial police. When the police reacted to
Bonifacio’s ruse by arresting and executing Filipino elites, the newly persecuted elite had
no choice but to support the coming revolt.26

Open revolt erupted in Manila in August 1896, but the harsh conditions which fueled
revolt there were present all over the Philippines. In Manila, the Filipino peasants rallied to
Bonifacio who redirected peasant rebellious energies away from the local elite and toward
Spanish colonial rule. The rebels won early military victories under the command of
Bonifacio’s brilliant subordinate, Emilio Aguinaldo y Famy. Aguinaldo’s success created a
power struggle between him and Bonifacio. When Filipino officers voted to abolish the
Katipunan and establish Aguinaldo as the president of a new republic, Bonifacio
established a rival regime. In a series of events not completely understood even today,
Aguinaldo’s men killed Bonifacio, thereby weakening cohesive peasant support for the
revolution.2’

The Spanish were able to regain the military initiative and trap the revolutionaries in the
mountains where Aguinaldo would offer to recognize Spanish rule under certain
conditions. The Spanish refused all meaningful conditions and drove Aguinaldo and his
key lieutenants into exile in Hong Kong in December 1897. Aguinaldo did receive a small
financial payment and the promise of further payment to some non-combatant Filipinos.
The Spanish had been very effective in throttling the military revolt, but the injustice

perpetuated on the peasants by the Spanish and the elite remained.28

26. Karnow, Image, p. 74.
27. Karnow, Jmage, p. 74-77.
28. Gagelonia, Filipino, pp. 143-144.
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D. THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR

Spain was also fighting a difficult revolution in another one of their colonies, Cuba.
The U.S. was intensely interested in that skirmish because it held agribusiness interests on
the island. When the battleship, Maine, was blown up in Havana harbor, the U.S. charged
Spain with the deed and deciarcd war on 25 April 1898. On 1 May 1898, the Spanish fleet
in East Asia was destroyed in Manila Bay by a U.S. fleet on a mission engineered by
Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Theodore Roosevelt.??

The Filipinos viewed the American attack on the Spanish fleet as an opportunity to ally
with the Americans and win independence from Spain. Years later, Aguinaldo would claim
that the U.S. fleet commander, Admiral George Dewey, promised to support the Filipinos
in their bid for independence. When questioned on the subject by President McKinley,
Dewev denied he had promised any assistance to Aguinaldo or his insurgents.30
Aguinaldo may have listened to Dewey with a selective ear. In any case, both Aguinaldo
and the Americans were in position to benefit from the assistance of the other, but both
would have liked assistance on their own terms.

The Americans may have taken Manila Bay from the Spanish, but the city remained
under Spanish control. Aguinaldo returned from Hong Kong with American assistance
and raised an army comprised of peasants, illustrados, and Filipino soldiers who had
defected from the Spanish army. Aguinaldo’s forces engaged and easily defeated its
Spanish opposition and soon controlled all of Luzon except Manila--under Spanish control,

and the Port of Cavite--under U.S. Navy control.3!

29. Agoncillo, A Short History, p. 106, 107.

30. Murat Halstead, The Life and Achievements of Admiral Dewey (Chicago: Our
Possessions Publishing Company, 1899) pp. 379-392. Karnow, Image, pp. 110-114.

31. Vreeland, Handbook, p. 57. Agoncillo, Introduction, p. 141-143.
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On 12 June 1898, with his forces in a precarious position, Aguinaldo declared
independence from Spain to improve his political bargaining position before the American
forces landed. When the American ground forces finally arrived, the Spanish had the
opportunity they had been waiting for. The Spanish had feared surrendering to “savage”
Filipinos, so they agreed with the Americans to feign a battle then immediately surrender to
them. Aguinaldo and his Filipino forces felt betrayed when the Americans forbade them
from either participating in the battle, accepting the surrender or even entering the city.32

The American-Filipino relationship had been ill-defined before the Spanish surrender,
but after the surrender, President McKinley stated, “The insurgents and all others must
recognize the military occupation and authority of the United States.”33 Aguinaldo had
declared his country independent, but the Philippines was not even permitted to participate
in the Treaty of Paris: a treaty signed on 10 December 1898 which resolved the Spanish-
American War and ceded the Philippines to the U.S..3¥ Aguinaldo and his army found
themselves free of Spanish control, but under another colonial ruler--the U.S.. This
surrender had little effect on peasant welfare.

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, the struggle of the Filipino peasants
against the elite was temporarily overcome by the rise of nationalism. In fact, the Filipino
peasants and elites finally joined together in a common struggle for independence.
Nevertheless, the social conditions that separated the two classes remained intact. Would

the relationship between the elite and the peasants change under American colonial rule?

32. Karnow, Image, pp. 116, 122-124.
33. Karnow, Image, p. 124.
34. Gagelonia, Filipino, pp. 165-166.
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III. THE AMERICAN COLONIAL PERIOD (1898-1946)

So far as the United States government was concerned, it had assumed one
responsibility for governing its new colony. Its challenge was to define an administration
policy and select the best means for implementing that policy. Its goal was clear: to protect
the American interest by increasing the benefits to the Filipino people. The U.S. colonial
administration was forced to make changes: how much to tackle the problems of poverty
and protest by seeking the cooperation of the revolutionist, and how far to follow the model
of the Spanish before them by working through the intellectual elite. As will be seen, the
Americans repeated the miscalculations of the former administration and worked almost
exclusively through the elite. As a result, the social unrest became even more deeply
enrooted under the American colonial administration than it had been under the Spanish
Crown.

American intentions for their colonial administration of the Philippines were
fundamentally good, but the American legacy would be both good and bad. The
Americans would defeat the Filipinos in a a brutal war, then impose a relatively benevolent
civilian colonial government which would for a time pacify the bruised Filipinos.
However, the subjugation of the peasants at the hands of the elite would continue and
peasant unrest would reemerge as the Sakdal, Hukbalahap and Philippine Communist Party

movements.

A. AMERICAN INTENTIONS
President McKinley outlined his policy for the Philippines after he signed the
December 1898 Treaty of Paris which ended the war with Spain. McKinley wanted to

“win the confidence, respect and affection” of the Filipinos and he planned to accomplish

13




this through “benevolent assimilation,” the catch phrase describing the American
administrative policy.35 In desperation, Aguinaldo sent representatives to the pea~e
conference, but they and their petition for independence were ignored.3¢ The Philippines
were firmly under American control and for Filipino nationalists, independence remained
decades away.

Many American interest groups wanted to retain the Philippine colony for their own
reasons: Politicians wanted the colony because it would exhibit American strength in a
world where colonies helped define power; military officers coveted the colony for its
usefulness as a springboard for protecting American commerce in Asia; protestant
missionaries wanted to counter the advances of Catholicism and evangelize the Philippines
through protestant teaching.3’

Though many American interests had plans for the new colony, the two political
parties in the U.S. agreed that independence would be the ultimate goal for the Philippines.
The disagreements which the political parties did have centered upon the degree of control
and length of time necessary to prepare the Filipinos for indeperdence. Republicans (who
were in office) wanted to administer the colony by using large numbers of American
administrators in an extended preparatory period. The Democrats (who were in opposition)
wanted to work on a shorter time-line and quickly grant control of the archipelago to the
Filipinos.38 Among the Filipinos many of the elite cast their lot with the Americans, but

other Filipinos continued their struggle for independence.
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U.S. military commanders and government officials had little respect for Filipino
military skill or political initiatives. After U.S. forces took Manila from the Spanish,
American officers ordered Aguinaldo, an ally, to remove his men from around the city. To
add further insult, U.S. commanders refused Filipinos permission even to enter Manila
under threat of death. Denied entry into Manila, Aguinaldo again proclaimed independence
and was inaugurated President of his recently-established Malolos Republic on 23 January
1899.39 The event did not even elicit a response from the U.S. Government. The U.S.
Senate approved the treaty annexing the Philippines two days later.40 Although the
Filipinos had been suspicious of American intentions since Dewey’s victory in Manila Bay,

they saw themselves more and more from this moment on as a conquered foe.4!

B. THE AMERICAN-FILIPINO WAR

The Filipinos were humiliated by American heavy-handedness, and tensions
heightened while U.S. and Filipino forces faced-off in the Manila suburbs. On 4 February
1899, an incident involving the death of a Filipino soldier near an American sentry point
ignited the conflict known to Americans as the Philippine Insurrection, and to Filipinos as
the Filipino-American War. Within 24 hours, 3000 Filipinos and 59 Americans lay
dead.#? The American army was out-numbered three to one, but was well organized, well

armed, and fielded many experienced Indian fighters. The crushing blow American
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soldiers dealt Aguinaldo’s army in the first day forced him to immediately propose a truce
and request the establishment of a buffer zone. The Americans refused.43

The first weeks of combat were a rout and in a few short months the significantly
reinforced U.S. Army decimated the Filipino forces. The war quickly became one-sided,
but the military engagements nevertheless remained deadly, and the treatment of prisoners
by both sides became vicious and cruel. By November 1899, the war had been reduced to
a simple manhunt for Aguinaldo.

In retreat, Aguinaldo forces reverted to guerilla tactics, and the nature of the guerilla
warfare trapped soldiers on both sides in a ceaseless cycle of atrocity and retribution. By
the time President Theodore Roosevelt proclaimed victory in 1902, two hundred thousand
Filipinos lay dead. The overwhelming majority were civilians.44 Approximately 4,000
American soldiers had been killed.45 Naturally, the war (or the insurrection) only
aggravated the social, economic and political grievances that the Filipinos felt toward their
new COnQueror.

On the run for over two years, Aguinaldo and his guerilla force managed to avoid
capture. On 23 March 1902, eighty badly needed Filipino reinforcements marched into
Aguinaldo’s camp with five American enlisted prisoners. The event was a charade. The
prisoners were in fact American officers and the reinforcements were Filipino mercenaries,

ethnically different from Aguinaldo’s forces. The American forces surprised Aguinaldo
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and quickly captured him and his men.*¢ Filipinos had betrayed their countrymen once
again and the “divide and rule” methods employed so effectively by the Spanish began to
work for the Americans.

Even before U.S. forces had captured Aguinaldo and subdued his guerillas in the hills
of northern Luzon4’, the American military governors had enjoyed a measure of success in
pacifying the remainder of the Philippines. Pacification implied restoration of law and
order; it did not necessarily mean any rectification of existing social ills. By May 1899, the
Filipino elite had already abandoned Aguinaldo to collaborate with the Americans.#8 The
elite had returned to a familiar pattern, one rooted in Spanish times which emphasized close
ties between the elite and the colonial master and meant subjugation for the Filipino
peasants. The Muslims in the south also acquiesced to U.S. domination because, unlike
the Spanish, the Americans allowed them to practice Islam freely.

In addition to pacification, American military governors worked diligently to lay the
proper foundation for a new nation. Aware of the plight of the under privileged, they
viewed education as a way to improve the lives of peasants and foster appreciation for the
American presence. American soldiers were among the teachers who tried to “win the
hearts and minds” of the Filipino people. This education program may have been the
American military’s greatest lasting contribution to the Filipino people and it is no

coincidence that similar methods were later practiced in Vietnam.49
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C. AMERICAN CIVIL AUTHORITY

The colonial administration passed from military to civil authorities in 1901, with the
passage of the Spooner Amendment.3® William Howard Taft was appointed the first
civilian governor-general and, true to the Democratic party, set out to administer “the
Philippines for the Filipinos.”3! With great vigor he improved upon the infrastructure
already laid down by the U.S. military. The Philippines soon enjoyed improved public
health, communication, transportation and government institutions.52 These institutions
were valuable contributions to the Philippines, but the American efforts also perpetuated the
Filipinos’ reliance on a foreign power.

American health programs, business practices and central government control
established a safe environment for the creation of new wealth in the Philippines. However,
there were negative repercussions rising from these improvements: startling population
increases, ruthless business practices and a more powerful elite.>3> The improvements
allowed many Filipinos to live a more comfortable life, but the joys of the elite did not filter
down to the peasants. The daily life of a typical peasant became more difficult and
increased the dissatisfaction on the part of those who were aware of the growing disparities
between the rich and the poor.

The health programs established by the Americans improved the quality of life for

many Filipinos, but they also created the unforeseen population explosion. Between 1903
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and 1939 the Philippine population grew from 7 million to 16 million. The domestic
agrarian system could not effectively absorb the rapidly expanding work force because the
number of landowners and the acreage under cultivation had not increased. The application
of simple supply and demand theory to these circurnstances indicates that peasants would
be in aggressive competition for jobs on the haciendas and landowners would be in
position to demand more of their peasants. Both occurred.>4

The proliferation of American business practices in the Philippines would prove to be a
double edged sword. Capitalism existed during the Spanish era, but the system matured
only with the arrival of the Americans. Land ownership became more than just a badge of
the aristocracy, it became a business venture. As a consequence, land speculation and
efficient farming practices accelerated the creation of wealth. A cash economy quickly
evolved and haciendas began to change hands. New landowners felt less obligated to long-
time tenants and consequently demanded greater productivity from them. As the haciendas
became extraordinarily productive, only the elite prospered.

The landed elite led a luxurious life even by international standards while the tenants
were barely subsisting. Landowners became ruthless in their methods and learned to
efficiently extract more from the peasants, give them less in return, and pass to them any
losses incurred by the hacienda.’> The wealthier they became, the more American they
professed themselves to be. But, the peasants and the agricultural landless did not share
the elites’ prosperity.

The increasing political control exercised by the central government at Manila enhanced

the landowner’s position and power in the local community. In the traditional system, a
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landowner was a senior partner of sorts to the tenant and was obligated to provide the
continuous use of his land and the basics of life in return for labor. The landlord was
motivated to do this because much of his power was generated from tenant loyalty. Under
the American system, landownership and the legal title to property held a position far above
the traditional rights of tenants. This meant in a dispute over a tenant’s right to continuous
use of the land, the landowner held all legal rights and could even call upon the central
government to enforce those rights.3¢ Therefore, the landed elite became more powerful
through central government support while the utility of tenant loyalty became less
significant. With their stronger position, the elite took advantage of the rapidly growing
labor market, became even more ruthless in their business practices, and made the already

grm life of the peasantry more difficult.

D. PEASANT UNREST

American efforts in the Philippines may not have been ideal, but compared to
European colonial practices they were the model of enlightenment.57 The American
colonial administration had been reasonably successful and unrest among the peasants did
not reach a critical stage until the 1920s.58 In the depression which followed the
expansiveness of WWI, disorganized rebellions began to surface throughout the
Philippines.3® In the 1920s, a rebellious religious movement not unlike the Bohol
Rebellion of 1622 began to flourish on Mindanao. The movement revolved around a

religious leader who masqueraded as Jose Rizal. In the charade, Rizal had been resurrected
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to win independence for the Philippines. In 1923, the movement turned violent, but was
put down by the Americans at the cost of one hundred lives.50 The rebellion was labelled
a religious fana:i. .. movement, or Colorum. Colorum referred to a nineteenth century cult
which combined Christian teachings with indigenous mystic religious concepts. Colorum
movements typically involved charismatic leaders claiming mystical powers or knowledge.
The term “Colorum” evolved until it became synonymous with lawless or unorthodox
beliefs and behavior.6!

In March 1923, Pedro Kabola, a field worker in central Luzon with Colorum appeal,52
organized a secret society, the Kapisanan Makabola Makarinag or “Association of the
Worthy Kabola,” to defend peasants from the theft of their property by the landed elite.
The movement grew to 12,000 members by 1924.63 Kabola called a Kapisanan meeting to
finalize plans for a March 1925 revolutionary assault on San Jose in Nueva Ecija province.
Six colonial constabulary soldiers interrupted the meeting, killed Kabola in the melee and
captured 75 conspirators. Fear of a general uprising spread and more conspirators were
arrested, but the panic faded and 76 were jailed for conspiracy and seditious acts.%4

Governor-general Leonard Wood attributed the uprising to unhealthy agrarian
conditions. He stated, “Behind the revolt were homesteaders who lost their farms and

tenants with grievances against landlords.”®5 The official investigating committee was
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comprised of Filipino elites and, not surprisingly, they disagreed with the governor-
general. The committee determined the uprising was caused by agitators such as Kabola
who disrupted the traditional landlord-tenant relationship and ignorant peasants who made
unreasonable demands.56

The Tayug, Pangasinan incident of 1931 was led by a rice field laborer, Pedro Calusa,
and would be the last Colorum uprising. Two former Kapisanan members joined Calusa to
establish a secret society. The three devised a plan to seize the town of Tayug, destroy all
land records and judicial documents, then proclaim independence. The membership grew
quickly because living conditions for peasants in Central Luzon were growing worse and
those who participated would be entitled to some of the confiscated property. On 11
January 1931, Calusa and his forces took Tayug and destroyed the government documents.
By the following day Constabulary reinforcements had captured Calusa, ending the most
successful challenge to American authority in Central Luzon.57

When the uprising was put down, Governor-General Dwight F. Davis admitted there
were regions in the Philippines where tenants were justified in their grievances against the
landlords, but he did not believe Tayug to be one of the areas.®® The Filipino Secretary of

the Interior, Honorio Ventury, declared the Colorum movement “was a hash of religion,

politics, fanaticism and a little of everything else that can serve to inflame them.”6%

However, a Christian Science Monitor reporter, Joseph R. Hayden, wrote,
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“The reasons why the Filipino leaders did not wish the Tayug incident to be
investigated by a body containing the appropriate members of the Governor
General's staff of advisors are obvious. Such an inquiry would inevitably be pushed
into the whole realm of the oppression of the poor peasant by the local boss, the
usurer, the Constabulary, and the local official.”’0

He wrote further,

*...one of the highest officials in Government, a Filipino, declared to the writer
that the Tayug incident should not be called an agrarian uprising because the use of
the term might very well give rise to similar outbreaks elsewhere in the Islands.”71

One may reject the disorganized Colorum rebellions of the early 1920s as fanatical
religious movements; but, the creation of the Kapisanan in 1923 and Calusa’s Colorum
society in 1929 were sincere responses to the unfair treatment of peasants. As the unrest
progressed into the early 1930s a definite pattern emerged. The pattern indicated that the
plight of the peasants in relation to the elites was increasingly grim and that the peasants
had reached their breaking point. After the Tayug Incident the peasants would no longer
strike out in blind fury, but instead they would build a well-organized peasant movement:

the Sakdal Party.

E. THE SAKDALS

The arrival of the Sakdals would signal a new era of unrest in the Philippines. Its
leader, Benigno Ramos, was a strongly nationalistic, well educated middle class civil
service employee whose journalistic and oratory skills earned him a place in the ruling
Nacionalista party.”? Ramos’ government career began in 1921, but was cut short in 1930

when the President of the Senate, Manuel Quezon, asked for his resignation. Ramos had
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publicly condemned the Nacionalista party and its leaders for their support in the
appointment of a decidedly racist American to a teaching position at Manila High School.”3
Ramos bitterly resented his dismissal and in October 1930, responded by establishing an
anti-Nacionalista paper, the Sakdal.

The Tagalog term “sakdal” meant “to accuse” or “to strike,””4 and Ramos lived up to
the name when he quickly struck out against colonial rule by fanning the flames of
discontent in the 1931 Tangulan Uprising. The uprising was minor and easily controlled,
but the government revoked Sakdal’s mailing privileges for its subversive activity. When
the government permitted Ramos to put his paper back in circulation in 1932, Sakdal
regained its readership in one short year. Feeling the support of the people, Ramos took
advantage of a growing rift among the Nacionalistas and established the Sakdal Party.”5

The Sakdal Party built a reputation for supporting the disadvantaged and focused upon
two key objectives: absolute independence for the Philippines by 31 December 1935; the
partition of large haciendas and the distribution of that land to the poor.’¢ The Sakdal’s
appeal to the masses reached its peak strength in the June 1934 elections; unfortunately for
the Sakdal’s, much of their success was due to the Nacionalistas’ inability to unite. When
the Nacionalista Party leadership realized the Sakdal Party posed a serious challenge, they
quickly resolved their internal differences thereby eliminating any chance for Sakdal Party

rule.7?
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Having lost hope for effecting political change, Ramos used Sakdal and his association
with the Japanese and their “Pan Asia” movement to reignite the flames of unrest in the
provinces surrounding Manila. He focused upon the 1934 Tydings-McDuffie Act:’® an act
which provided for a ten year transitional commonwealth government, the restriction of
Filipino immigration to the U.S., and the continuance of trade practices favorable to the
U.S.. Even with these provisions, Ramos believed the act was a ruse to prolong American
rule and forever frustrate Philippine independence.”

On 2 and 3 May 1935, peasant revolt erupted in the four provinces surrounding
Manila, driving the horrified elite into the city for protection. Once again the peasants were
confronting the elite. The revolt may have been well organized when compared with earlier
peasant uprisings in the Philippines, but the poorly armed and poorly led peasants were still
no match for the American colonial administration. The Sakdal Uprising was put down
and hope for improved working and living conditions died along with sixty peasant
rebels.80

The efforts of the Sakdalistas were not totally in vain because government officials like
Commonwealth President Manuel Quezon began to identify socioeconomic factors as the
source of peasant unrest. The Nacionalistas even called for measures to restrict landowner
abuse of tenants, and they supported social reforms to attack peasant discontent at its root.
For the first time, Filipinos in position of authority were looking for the root cause of

discontent and not blaming ignorance and religious fanaticism for the unrest.8!
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What were the long-term effects of the Sakdal Uprising? The R.P. Government
implemented reform measures, but the landowners worked against the measures by closing
ranks. They organized private armies and implemented tough programs to restrict peasant
movement. Opposing the landowners were agrarian leaders who saw that direct
confrontation with the government was deadly so they organized peasant unions and
decided to settle their grievances through strikes and political activity. The peasant and
landowner initiatives were fundamentally opposed and the two social classes were on a

course which would collide after WWII.

F. THE HUKS AND THE PKP

The social dynamics which led to the creation of the Sakdal movement also engendered
a communist movement in the Philippines. A communist effort to gain control of social
revolt had been periodically active in the Philippines since Crisanto Evangelista established
the Partido Komunista ng Pilipinas (PKP) or Philippine Communist Party in 1930.82
What was different about this communist organization was the leadership indicated they
would not serve as an arm of an international communist movement. In fact, when the PKP
merged with the Socialist Party of the Philippines (SPP) in 1938,83 the alliance sought not
to bring the Philippines a “Russian brand of communism,” but instead to secure an

equitable division of the fruits of labor for tenant farmers. Pedro Abad Santos, the
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PKP/SPP merger party vice-chairman, said he would welcome capitalism in the Philippines
if it could just restructure the unfair distribution of wealth.84

The PKP/SPP was just one organization among many like the Sakdals which pursued
moderate peasant objectives generally through nonviolent courses of action.85 During their
pre-WWII struggle, the peasants may have been idealists, but they were not ordinary
communist ideologues. Further, their revolution did not begin to attract the widespread
support of more recent conflicts in Korea and Vietnam. The focus of unrest was not a
struggle for hard-line communist ideology, but instead a fight for practical agrarian reform
against the landed elite and the economic injustices they perpetuated. In their struggle, the
peasants were anti-American only to the extent that the U.S. Government was close to the
landlords and the wealthy.

Evidence of nationalist and not ideological motives came at the beginning of WWII
when the PKP/SPP merger party pledged full support and loyalty to the U.S. in the war
against Japan.86 During the Japanese occupation of the Philippines, much of the merger
party senior leadership was either imprisoned or executed.8” In addition, the PKP/SPP
was able to link with the People’s Anti-Japanese army (or Hukbalahap) and effectively
support the American war effort.88 During the war, the Huks were dedicated to agrarian

reform, but the fight against the Japanese was their first priority. Communist ideology
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played only a small role in a few of the units which had come together to comprise the
Hukbalahap.?®

The PKP/SPP linked with the Hukbalahap, but the movements were not one and the
same. The Hukbalahap was essentially a loose confederation of many anti-landlord peasant
organizations brought together to fight against the Japanese occupation. The landlords
were almost universally Japanese collaborators. The PKP/SPP was just one of these
organizations. It is true that a few guerilla training sessions held by the Huks included
Marxist instruction; however, former Huk rebels affirm that Marxism was taught in only a
few sessions, and not many among the peasants understood or saw the relevance of the
instruction.90

At the close of WWII, General Douglas MacArthur’s intelligence staff warned him the
Huks might seek a Soviet-style communist government for the Philippines. However,
MacArthur sympathized with the peasants and refused to send armed force against them
saying, “If I worked in those sugar fields, I'd be a Huk myself.” On the other hand,
MacArthur was also very loyal to his Filipino friends among the power elite and permitted
piecemeal repression of the Huk peasants.9! (Especially after the war against the Japanese
had ended.)

When MacArthur left to command the occupation of Japan, the Huks returned to the
haciendas to again become subject to political and economic mistreatment at the hands of

the landed elite.92 At first, the Huks fought the tenancy system with “the ballot and
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petition,” working toward an industrialized capitalist economy which would put an end to
the feudal agricultural system.93 The humiliation suffered by the Huks, a group which had
fought bravely in WWII, coupled with the availability of weapons at the close of the war to
create an environment ripe for rebellion in the soon to be independent Philippines.%4

The Americans can be accurately characterized as having been benevolent, but
condescending in their administration of the Philippines. They did build a modern national
infrastructure for the Philippines and from the beginning of their rule, like no other colonial
master, the Americans made independence for their colonial subjects a stated goal. The
Americans, in their methods of colonial administration, may have fundamentally differed
with the Spanish in their system of rule, but the U.S. nevertheless managed to make many
of the same mistakes. The Americans co-opted the elite, as had the Spanish, then permitted
them to continue to control the daily lives of the peasants as they had for hundreds of years.
The Americans were unable to solve the problem of peasant unrest in the Philippines.
When the Filipinos gained independence, would the elites who controlled the reigns of

power prove any more effective at pacifying peasant unrest?
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IV. EARLY PHILIPPINE INDEPENDENCE (1946-1957)

The social-economic problems of the underprivileged Filipino masses became indelibly
linked to the problems of nationalism when the Philippines became independent. Since the
old elites continued in actual control of Philippine politics, the national interests of the
United States naturally came to be identified with the interests of the Philippine elite. The
“special” relationship the U.S. would have with the elite-led government would leave the
peasants out in the cold, neglected both by their own government and the United States.
The peasants would rise again in protest, but this time they would be fighting a Filipino

government.

A. SPECIAL RELATIONS

On 4 July 1946, the U.S. relinquished sovereignty of its colony to the Republic of the
Philippines. After 350 years of foreign domination Filipinos finally had their
independence; however, the military, social and economic ties which bound the Philippines
to the United States were not as quickly severed with the ties of national sovereignty.
Fortunately, the mutual struggle by the Americans and Filipinos against the Japanese
created a reservoir of good will, making the transition to independence relatively smooth
and even gratifying for both nations. This good will would set the stage for a “special”
relationship between the U.S. and R.P.; a relationship which would be useful in the
immediate aftermath of WWII as the R.P. continued to face social unrest and the U.S.
struggled against the perceived threat of global communism.

When the first President of the Commonwealth, Manuel Quezon, died in August 1944,

his Vice-President, Sergio Osmena, became President. However, the war and its

immediate aftermath found General MacArthur in a position of near omnipotence in the




Philippines, and consequently Osmena was ineffectual during his term in office. Osmena
was easily defeated in his bid for reelection when bMacArthur openly supported his
opponent, Manuel Roxas. In April 1946, Roxas was elected President of the
Commonwealth, and in July became the first President of an independent Philippines.
Roxas was immediately challenged with the Philippine Trade Act controversy, the defense
arrangements with the U.S. and the grievances of some newly formed peasant unions.

The Philippine Trade Act of 1946 was an agreement between the U.S. and Philippines
in which the U.S. would provide large amounts of postwar reconstruction money to the
R.P. (promised by the Tydings Rehabilitation Act), if the R.P. would extend to the
Americans the favored trading status they had enjoyed since 1909. This meant that
Philippine markets would be open to American manufacturers, and U.S. citizens would
have parity with Filipinos to exploit the resources of the Philippines. The Filipinos would
have to amend their constitution to enforce this measure. The remnant Huks saw
Philippine submission to this American demand as an affront to their sovereignty. Many
Filipinos accused the Americans of conspiring with the Roxas administration-the new
elites-to deprive the Huks of their seats in Congress, which if granted would have enabled
them to thwart the passage of the Philippine Trade Act.%’

The act may have seemed one-sided in favor of U.S. interests and its passage may
have been less than pure, but American businessmen were unwilling to risk investment in
the redevelopment of the R.P. without a U.S. government guarantee that they would earn a
worthwhile return on their investment. The amendment was passed, the R.P. received the
desperately needed reconstruction money, and the *“special” relationship between the

Americans and the Filipinos continued in fact, if not in name.
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In 1947, the “special” relationship between the U.S. and R.P. was formalized with the
signing of two agreements: the Military Bases Agreement (MBA) and Military Assistance
Agreement (MAA). The Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT) would follow in 1951. In the
Philippine view, these agreements in effect exchanged a degree of Philippine sovereignty
for a defense arrangement with the U.S.. They were right.

The MBA provided the Americans unrestricted use of military bases in the Philippines
for 99 years and, with justification, many Filipinos would later argue that this agreement
was an insult to their national sovereignty because it relinquished “extraterritorial” rights to
the Americans. The MAA was a five-year, renewable agreement which accompanied the
MBA and provided the “training and aid” intended to build a military force in the R.P..
The MAA was seen by many as an American payment for the generous provisions in the
MBA 9%

In 1951, the Filipinos insisted upon a MDT because they wanted the Americans to be
obligated to defend the Philippines against attack, presumably from Japan.¥? The treaty did
recognize that an attack in the Pacific region on either the U.S. or R.P. would be a threat to
both nations; however, the treaty did not commit the U.S. beyond calling for the Americans
to act in accordance with their “constitutional processes.’8

Each of the three agreements in the comprehensive defense arrangement were freely
signed by the U.S. and R.P.. From this arrangement, the R.P. received a great deal of
desperately needed financial and military support, but the Americans had bargained for and

received rights considered important for implementation of their own national interests.
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Collectively, the agreements benefitted both nations, designed as they were for the mutual

defense of both nations.

B. PEASANT UNREST

Another problem President Roxas would face in 1946 was social unrest. During
WWII, the peasants had fought bravely under difficult circumstances, but when the war
came to a close they once again began to articulate their demands for agrarian reform. Luis
Taruc, a long-time organizer in the peasant union movement and Huk Supremo during
WWII, pleaded for peasants rights and an opportunity for power-sharing.%® President
Roxas refused Taruc’s pleas and cracked down ruthlessly on Taruc, the peasant unions,
and the general peasant population. The peasant population willingly provided their
allegiance to Taruc when he and many of his followers fled deeper into the countryside to
establish an armed anti-government movement, 100

The deep-seeded rivalry between the elite and the peasants resurfaced as the Huk
Rebellion. However, for the first time, the peasants were also challenging an independent
Philippine government. But the Americans too were involved because they were so closely
linked to the elite-led government. The Huk rebellion was confined to Luzon. However,
similar movements flared throughout the islands, but they did not receive much attention
either from the Philippine central government or its American backers.

After Roxas’ untimely death in 1948, his successor, Elpidio Quirino, tried to win over
the Huks through negotiation and an amnesty program. Quirino’s attempts at reconciliation

with the Huks failed and the rebellion only grew worse. 101
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The Huks overwhelmingly consisted of poor peasants fighting for land reform rather
than ideological revolution. According to Stanley Karnow, an old Huk rebel recounted

that,

“They said we were Communists. 1didn’t even know what Communism was, and
I still don’t. But they called you a Communist and that was that. It made no sense to
deny it, because they wouldn’t believe you.”102

The peasants opposed the abuses of feudalism, but they were not sufficiently sophisticated
to oppose the concept of feudalism. As patronizing as it may sound, the peasants simply
wanted to work for benevolent landowners. The peasants were concerned with
nationalism, but only to the extent that the Americans were identified with their government
oppressors.103 Ideological controversy had little attraction for a people who were still
struggling to overcome the bitter heritage of war. Unfortunately, American intelligence
gave another reading to Huk intentions and reported that a vigorous peasant movement

would “seek to further the objectives of world communism.”104

C. THE INSURGENCY AND MAGSAYSAY

The U.S. government continued to side with the Philippine power elite because from
Washington, communism in Asia appeared to be an insidious monolith.105 The U.S.
implemented a two-part policy. First, the Quirino-Foster agreement was designed to
provide economic support to the government, and that support was to trickle down to the

masses--it never did. Second, the CIA and military were to help Ramon Magsaysay
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(Quirino’s Defense Minister who would later become President) formulate tactics to defeat
the Huks.

Magsaysay and the CIA defeated the Huks, but the Quirino-Foster agreement was
never used as designed--to help erase the causes of poverty and the massive growing gap
between the rich and poor. Magsaysay employed aggressive anti-guerilla tactics against the
Huks, and some sources may indicate differently, but in an in-depth review in Rebellion
and Repression in the Philippines, Richard J. Kessler states these tactics contributed least
to their.19 Benedict J. Kerkvliet suggests war weary peasants and reform promises from
Magsaysay accounted for two-thirds of his success in neutralizing the Huks.107

The reforms Magsaysay promised the peasants, and the failure of vicious revenge
attacks poorly conceived by the Huks, enabled Magsaysay to win peasant allegiance for the
government.108 With the peasants on the side of the government, R.P. forces were able to
arrest the members of the PKP/SPP politburo in October 1950.109 By December 1952, the
PKP had renounced armed struggle and embraced legal opposition as their only means for
attaining political change in the future.!10 However, Magsaysay never followed through
on his reform promises and the rich became richer and the poor became poorer.

The PKP renounced armed struggle, but Luis Taruc and a few Huk units continued
their fight for agrarian reform. The link between the PKP/SPP and the Huks which had

been formed during WWII was broken, and the two movements were separate again. The
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Huks did change their name to the communist-sounding People’s Liberation Army, but
they remained focused on settling scores with landlords, and their allies and stooges in the
Philippine government. 11!

The Magsaysay strategy continued to wear down the Huks, and eventually the rebels
were unable to remain in the field as an effective fighting force. In the eyes of the Huks,
reform justice had never been achieved and a few guerillas continued fighting in scattered
units under the leadership of Taruc.!!2 However, many chose not to follow Taruc and
began to use their fighting skills for criminal activity. These mep would later become
founding members in the New People’s Army (NPA).113

In 1953, Magsaysay became President of the Philippines. His leadership during the
R.P. fight against the Huks had made him very popular. However, Magsaysay’s
popularity did not translate into effective execution of the political and bureaucratic
responsibilities of government. Even Magsaysay began to view his own presidency as
anti-climatic, especially when compared to his hey-day when he defeated the Huks. He
began to suffer criticism from Philippine nationalists who time and again would refer to
him as “America’s boy in Asia.” Magsaysay was unable to fulfill his promises of agrarian
reform and the causes of rural poverty were as persistent as ever when Magsaysay died in a
plane crash in March 1957.114

The military defeat of the Huks appeared to be a success, but the U.S. and R.P. failed

to achieve their most important objective. The arms supplied by the U.S. did not make the

111. Kessler, Repression, p. 33.

112. Kessler, Repression, p. 35.

113. Greg Jones, Revolution; Inside the Phili
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1989) p. p. 28-29.

114. Karnow, Jmage, p. 354.

36




Philippine military an effective instrument against an external enemy, neither did they bring
peace or prosperity to the masses. Arms were the wrong medium for the social ills of the
Philippines, because weapons would not relieve the pain of the hungry.

Here was an advance warning of the powerlessness of power. We might have seen
that the Philippines needed something more than military assistance. Even though our
intentions and motives were good, we still did not achieve the results we wanted. As long
as the U.S. focused upon the “communist” threat, little thought was given to the possibility

that some fundamental changes in policy might be in order.

37




V. BUDDING NATIONALISM (1957-1965)

The era of “Early Independence” was an awkward time for the Philippines; a time
when the R.P. groped for direction and had to rely upon the United States to play a major
role even in its internal affairs. The “special relationship” had already reached its peak
during the Magsaysay administration and the Philippine nationalists became increasingly
resentful as Magsaysay catered more and more to U.S. interests.

With the death of Magsaysay, the extreme nationalists moved to center stage. For the
first time, the Philippine leadership seized an opportunity to break free from the
omnipresent influence of the U.S. and find its own way in an era of “budding
nationalism.” Unfortunately, corruption would accompany nationalism and a weak
Philippine economy would continue to require U.S. assistance. President Macapagal
would attempt to end the corruption and fail, but he would be successful in boosting

national pride.

A. NATIONALISM AND CORRUPTION

Magsaysay’s Vice-President and successor, Carlos P. Garcia, would become known
for his aggressive nationalistic objectives and penchant for corrupt activity. As President,
Garcia blazed a new trail for national policy by rejecting the presumption of foreign
domination. His goal was clear: true political and fiscal independence for the Philippines.
He implemented a policy of economic nationalism which had been outlined three years

earlier by the National Economic Council.!!5 This policy was labelled “Filipino First,”
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and with its implementation Garcia intended to resist foreign control and ensure the national
interests of the R.P. took priority above all else--in particular American interests,116

Austerity was also a key component in Garcia’s plan and he articulated a regimen of
“more work, more thrift, more productive investment and more efficiency.”!17 He
believed “extravagant consumption” must be stopped and that austerity in the daily lives of
Filipinos was a “desirable end in itself.” Garcia’s rhetoric was both an appeal to
nationalism and a call for national self-sufficiency, but apparently Garcia did not intend for
either his “Filipino First” policy or austerity program to harm the elite.

Critics sarcastically labelled Garcia’s policy “Some Filipinos First”!18 because while
he preached austerity, Garcia and his cronies were managing a system of graft and
corruption that would only be surpassed when Marcos raped the nation. In one scheme,
Garcia managed to accumulate $700 million in a twelve month period.1!® Unfortunately,
Garcia had set an example that his people would follow. More than ever, corruption
infected people in every social class, and reached into every facet of Filipino life. Teodoro

Locsin of the Manila Free Press lamented,

“We are no better than our leaders, we put them where they are and were we in
their place, we might do as they do. Weakness is a matter of opportunity. We do not
hate corruption, we hate our lack of a share.”120

It was not long before this degree of corruption would wreak havoc on the Philippine

economy.
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B. U.S. ASSISTANCE

As nationalism took root under Garcia and Macapagal, the U.S. military bases and aid
and assistance programs increasingly became points of conflict. Since the signing of the
MBA in 1947, the U.S. and R.P. relationship proceeded with the understanding that the
system of military bases should continue so long as both nations considered it in their
common interests and to their mutual advantage.!2! The U.S. acknowledged R.P.
sovereignty over the bases in 1956, but in practice, the U.S. continued to use the bases
largely for its own national security and for the security and defense of those nations with
parallel interests. The Americans used the bases in 1954 to support the French in their
efforts at Dien Bien Phu, and again in 1958 to help the Republic of China in their
sponsorship of the Indonesian rebels.1?2 Some Filipino nationalists were irritated by these
abuses of R.P. sovereignty, but most Filipinos were reassured by the presence of U.S.
forces. In the view of some, the Americans were taking advantage of the Filipinos; but
was it the Americans’ responsibility to look after the national interests of the Philippines
even before their own?

The R.P. government officials continued to abide by the MBA,; therefore, they at least
tacitly agreed to their predicament. However, it was a bitter pill to swallow. The R.P.
government leadership knew their interests were just one small variable in the American
calculus of national security, and this realization humiliated them. However, they also
knew that if the need to defend the R.P. against an outside aggressor were ever to arise,
they would have to rely upon the Americans.

The R.P. enjoyed support other than military protection. Beginning with the

Rehabilitation Act of 1946 and ending in the Garcia administration, the U.S. provided $3

121. Buss, The Arc, p. 165.
122. Buss, The Arc, p. 165-166.

40




billion in aid and assistance to the R.P.: $1 billion in grants, loans and credits; $1 billion in
payments and expenditures resulting from WWII; and $1 billion in military aid.!?3 The
program was generous by any measure. In comparison, the Marshall Plan for the whole of
Europe totalled $13 billion.124 Nevertheless, R.P. government officials continued to
complain that the aid did not even cover their losses during the war and that too much of
what was provided was in the form of military equipment. The Filipinos may have
achieved political independence, but their desperate need for financial assistance left them
with “hat in hand” in front of the Americans.

In the era of “budding nationalism” in the Philippines the United States was no longer
responsible for R.P. internal security, but “special relations” and U.S. national interests
continued to prescribe active American support. At that time world “om.aunism was what
the American government feared most, and it seemed to take root in poverty stricken
nations like the Philippines. The Americans believed Garcia and his policies were
responsible for the failure of the Philippine economy, and if poverty were to grow out of
that failure, it would ultimately revive the Huk Rebellion.!25 The Americans perceived the
Huk Rebellion to be a wholly communist inspired movement, and since the U.S. was
willing .0 ¢o anything to strengthen its position against communism in the Cold War,

Philippine nationalism had to be endured.
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C. A PRESIDENT FOR THE COMMON MAN

In 1961, Garcia lost the Presidential election to his very own Vice-President, Diosdado
Macapagal. The Americans backed Macapagal in his run for oiiice, but he needed little
help. As President, Garcia had humiliated his Vice-President at every opportunity, but
Macapagal managed to turn the tables on Garcia by advertising himself as sober, frugal and
above corruption--the antithesis of what Garcia’s presidency had come to mean. Further,
for a campaign which targeted corruption, Macapagal held impeccable credentials and had
an unusual distinction for a Filipino President; he was from a poor peasant family. His
campaign slogan read, “Honest Mac, the Poor Man’s Best Friend.”126

With Macapagal as President, the “Filipino First” policy lost much of its extremism.
He counseled the Filipinos to be realistic in their nationalism and understand that “the
power of our economic development is in the hands of the United States.”127 The R.P.’s
withering economy would become Macapagal’s first priority.

To rebuild the economy Macapagal set into motion a five point plan to attack
corruption on all fronts: set a personal example of honesty and integrity for the nation to
follow; attain self-sufficiency for the nation in food, clothing and shelter; create jobs so
Filipinos could eamn the money to secure basic needs; launch an omnibus socioeconomic
program for prosperity; establish practices and examples to strengthen morality.128
Macapagal’s plan was all-encompassing, but it was also naively optimistic and as a result

its benefits never trickled down to the Philippines’ poor.
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Macapagal’s program for economic recovery did not take root, but he still managed to
tap the well of national pride when he changed the celebration of Independence Day from
July 4th to July 12th.129 Nationalists were pleased because in their view July 12th, the
date Aguinaldo declared independence from Spain, was an honorable Independence Day.
The Filipinos generally liked their association with the Americans, but to them, July 4th
was the American Independence Day and simply the date that President Harry S. Truman
relinquished sovereignty of the colony to the R.P.. Macapagal’s initiative was widely
popular and for a time drew the Filipino people closer as a nation.

In another effort to make a lasting contribution to his people, Macapagal implemented a
land reform code. Macapagal remembered his roots and refused to ignore the plight of the
peasants. His land reform code had six provisions: establish and encourage the formation
of family-sized farms as the basis of Philippine agriculture; improve the status of poor
farmers by ‘reeing them from pernicious practices such as illegal rates of interests;
encourage bigger productivity to increase the income of small farmers; apply all labor laws
to all irrespective of their status in life; provide a land settlement program and the
distribution of land; make poor farmers independent, self-reliant, and responsible citizens
in order to strengthen Philippine democratic society.!30 Unfortunately, Macapagal’s
program as all other land reform promises in the past never progressed beyond the paper
stage.

At the end of his administration, Macapagal could be seen as an honest man who
worked to invigorate nationalism, create a self-sufficient economy and bring positive

change in the distribution of wealth. He was only reasonably successful in instilling
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national pride. The landed elite were enraged by his agrarian reform proposals and the
peasants were disappointed by his failure. Further, Macapagal may have been personally
honest, but he was unable to curb corruption in his administration. By 1965, corruption
and mismanagement had not released its grip on the economy, and unemployment and
inflation were on the rise.!31 Macapagal’s track record as President was marginal at best
and in the 1965 election he would be little competition for a savvy politician like Ferdinand
Marcos. Above all, the ever increasing poverty in the city slums and the countryside

aggravated to the bursting point the differences between the elite and the disaffected.
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VI. THE MARCOS YEARS (1965-1986)

In the Philippines, the affairs of the nation were spinning out of control. The internal
turmoil of the Macapagal government, evidenced by its inability to cope with a wide range
of domestic problems, provided an opportunity for a strong national leader to fill the void.
Ferdinand E. Marcos would be that leader and for the next 20 years rule the Philippines.

Marcos was the quintessential Filipino politician. He would promise a better life to the
peasants, fight the communist movement, and deal effectively with the Americans. Marcos
would construct a house of cards using martial law and state capitalism as his tools, then

watch it collapse as Benigno and Cory Aquino inspired the Filipino people to revolution.

A. THE PROMISES OF MARCOS

In 1965, Marcos was a brilliant but tough minded Senator who had been in Philippine
national politics since his 1949 election to the legislature--an election characterized as the
dirtiest in Philippine history. In the 1965 presidential campaign, Marcos promised to
“renovate society, introduce land reform, social justice and real democracy.”132 After a
convincing election victory over Macapagal, Marcos made an additional promise in his
inauguration speech to end “every form of waste or conspicuous consumption and
extravagance” in the nation and ensure the “supremacy of the law.”133 Marcos’ promises
would be an anachronism in the reality of his presidency.

Marcos faced many challenges when he took office, and most serious among these

was the ever-present discontent of the peasants. To tackle the problem, Marcos announced
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agrarian reform initiatives and established programs designed to update the nation’s
infrastructure. Land was to be distributed to peasants, roads and bridges were to be built,
and agricultural improvements were to be implemented.13* Under Marcos, the Philippines
seemed to have a promising future.

Marcos’ early efforts were directed at nurturing development, but as he settled
comfortably into power, the hopelessness which peasants experienced in the Magsaysay,
Garcia and Macapagal administrations, returned. Marcos’ efforts at improving agricultural
techniques were successful, and for a time the Philippines became a net exporter of
food.135 However, Marcos’ land reform program fizzled quickly and soon Marcos was
reported to be amassing a fortune from the corruption in his own administration. To make
matters worse, the growing discontent among the peasants began to feed a rising tide of
nationalism in Manila; and when these events linked with the anti-American sentiment
stemming from the U.S. involvement in Vietnam, it created an environment ripe for the

emergence of a radical political movement.!36

B. THE INSURGENTS

The communist movement would take new life in this environment. The PKP had
been the focus of socialist reform in the Philippines since its split with the Huks in 1952,
but it lost its vitality with the passing years. In 1967, a PKP officer and university lecturer,
Jose Maria Sison, spurned the PKP for its passiveness and founded a new communist
party, the CPP. Sison and the other founding members of the CPP were verifiably middle

and upper class university students and their stated goal was to create a peasant-based

134. Karnow, Image, p. 377-378.
135. Kamow, [mage, p. 377-378.

136. Kessler, Repression, p. 35.

46




armed revolution in the Philippines.!37 The year 1967 was the height of the cultural
revolution in China and the year of the Marcos commitment of Philippine forces to
Vietnam.

Sison and the fledgling CPP insisted they needed an army for their revolution and,
conveniently, the same Huk rebels who had resorted to banditry and racketeering in the
1950s were open for solicitation.!38 Sison approached two experienced Huk guerilla
leaders for help: Faustino del Mundo (Commander Sumulong) and Bernabe Buscayno
(Commander Dante). Luis Taruc was no longer available because he had been arrested in
1954 and sentenced to 14 years in prison. Commander Sumulong assumed Taruc’s
position as Huk Supremo because since his release, Taruc had become an ordinary peace-
loving citizen.!39

Commander Sumulong was living outside Clark Air Base in Angeles City and owned
the protection and smuggling rackets associated with the base. Commander Dante was
Sumulong’s number one lieutenant; a man personally credited with committing 25
murders.140 Sumulong did not join with Sison, but Dante felt that his aspirations for a
better life for Filipino peasants would be improved by linking up with Sison.!4! Sison and
Dante cooperated, and by March 1969 they had created the New People’s Army (NPA).

They compared themselves to the earlier leaders of the PKP/Huk: Sison, an urban
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intellectual, played the role of Crisanto Evangelista, and Commander Dante, a peasant,
played the role of Luis Taruc.!42

Initially, few elites participated in the communist movement, but those who did were
intellectuals and members of the CPP. The elites did not have a taste for the tougher life in
the NPA and consequently the NPA consisted almost exclusively of individuals from
peasant backgrounds. The social classes came together in the movement, but their goals
could neither be characterized as identical nor linked in perpetuity. The elites in the CPP
were motivated by ideology and wanted fundamental change in government whereas the
peasants in the NPA were motivated by practical objectives and wanted land reform.

The CPP founders also perceived themselves to be Maoists and they viewed the hard-
line model of the Cultural Revolution as the most effective way to introduce wholesale
political change in the Philippines.14> They believed the CCP model would logically attract

widespread support from Filipino peasants because it implicitly promised agrarian reform.

C. MARCOS, THE AMERICANS, AND THE INSURGENCY

In the late 1960s, Marcos also began to play the theme of nationalism to his advantage
at home and abroad. He knew the American connection was of value to the Philippines
and, for a time, he agreed to cooperate with the Americans in Vietnam by providing the
Philippine Civil Action Group (PHILCAG)--a non-combative force whose second in
command was then Major Fidel Ramos. However, Marcos became increasingly cautious
as American embarrassments in Vietnam increased.

After the Tet offensive Marcos grew more ambivalent in his relationship with the

Americans and became the foremost Filipino spokesman for “respectable independence.”

142. Kessler, Repression, p. 42.
143. Sison, Revolution, p. 179.

48




First, he ordered the PHILCAG to return from Vietnam, then he began to probe for change
in the U.S.-R.P. relationship. His suggested initiatives included a review of the MBA, a
revision of the U.S.-Philippine Mutual Defense Treaty, and the termination of special
economic relations. Marcos further increased his options when he opened windows to the
socialist world and announced a “New Developmental Diplomacy” which divested the
Philippines from sole dependence on the United States.!44

While Marcos was distancing himself from the U.S., the CPP leadership was seeking
legitimacy for their struggle from the Chinese Communists. The CPP sent nine of their
own number to study in the PRC in 1971.145 Although Maoism was failing even in China,
the CPP and NPA still wanted to follow Mao’s hard line; an idea which implied there was
no other way for communism to succeed except by force of arms. The Philippines was not
China and the Filipinos were not Chinese, but the NPA nevertheless employed a “Yenan
Strategy” to emulate Mao’s success. In theory, from a headquarters in remote Northern
Luzon, the NPA would build a power base from which the movement was to advance in
stages until final victory in Manila.

As Sison conceived, the NPA needed mass base support; a sea of people in which his
guerilla army could swim. The development of “mass base” support and participation by
the peasants, workers, soldiers, parish priests and inteliectuals was crucial for the CPP
leadership to lead a successful revolution and supplant the elites in government. By 1972,
the CPP claimed to have several hundred guerillas, 350 rifles and a mass base of 300,000

sympathizers. On the other hand, Marcos estimated the NPA’s armed strength to be much
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geater: 8000 guerillas, 10,000 rifles, but only 100,000 sympathizers.146 Launching his
scheme to consolidate power, President Marcos used the exaggerated estimation of the

NPA threat as justification for declaring martial law in 1972.

D. MARTIAL LAW AND STATE CAPITALISM

Initially, many Filipinos welcomed martial law because its immediate effect was to
curtail dramatically the raging lawlessness and violence in their country. However, to
justify the declaration of martial law abroad, Marcos identified the NPA as an insurgency:
a definition which won further financial and military support from an American government
that was wrestling with a similarly defined conflict in Vietnam. Both were perceived by the
Americans to be manifestations of the worldwide communist movement. Marcos knew the
U.S. would disapprove of his abandonment of democracy, but he guessed correctly that
the Americans would accept martial law if the alternative was the rise of communism in the
R.P..147 The U.S. and the Marcos government seemed to have found a common cause.

For a time, the NPA was able 1 : implement its “Yenan Strategy” with little resistance
from the government, but in 1972, Marcos deployed the Armed Forces of the Philippines
(AFP) to crush the NPA. From 1972 through 1974, insurgent bases located mostly in the
Cordillera mountains of Northern Luzon were identified and destroyed. The AFP dealt the
NPA a major defeat and forced them to take on a strategy of simple survival.148 However,
even though his armed forces enjoyed extraordinary success against the NPA, Marcos was

unwilling to suspend martial law.
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A plan of economic reform, or “state capitalism,” accompanied martial law in Marcos’
plan to consolidate power. Marcos took capital resources from members of the private
sector whom he disliked and redirected their resources into government “prestige” projects
in Manila.!4 He confiscated profitable grain, meat, fertilizer, sugar and coconut
enterprises then handed them over to his “cronies” (capital elitists who cooperated with
him) to be run as “state monopolies.”130 Marcos grew wealthy receiving “kickbacks” from
public contracts, and profits from the state monopolies. His tactics alienated many, but in
the short run, Marcos was able to effectively consolidate his power by nurturing a strong
allegiance among those who were benefitting from the corruption. In this fever of
corruption, the poverty of the masses was of little concern to Marcos.

The economic and political excesses of Marcos continued to feed domestic opposition.
The NPA regrouped after the debacle of its “Yenan Strategy,” but suffered another major
setback when many in the CPP and NPA leadership, including Sison and Dante, were
arrested in 1976 and 1977.151 Even with this setback, the rolls of the NPA would
eventually exceed 20,000.152 The NPA’s extraordinary recruiting success was due to the
near universal hatred of and opposition to the corrupt and ruthless tactics which Marcos’
troops employed against the guerillas and the peasants.

The mass base also expanded because many peasants who had become the innocent

victims of the hostilities were receiving no help or commiseration from their own
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constitutional government.!33 However, it is significant to note that the mass base was
distinct from the NPA. The mass base was comprised of Filipinos who had been alienated
by the goverament and were providing active, passive and often unwitting support to the
NPA guerillas. However, neither active, passive, nor unwitting support can be equated to
ideological unity. The NPA was a vehicle through which the otherwise helpless mass base
could challenge Marcos.

As Marcos tightened his grip on the nation, many Filipinos began to interpret the
“special relationship” between the U.S. and R.P. governments as clear American support
for the Marcos dictatorship. In particular, the CPP saw American involvement in the
Philippines as that of an imperialist nation infringing upon Filipino sovereignty. These
views varied little with the ingrained belief among most Filipinos that the U.S. ultimately
controlled events in the Philippines. As a result, many Filipinos naturally, linked the
abuses of Marcos with the U.S. administration. As the U.S. became more and more a
target for blame, protest, and eventually violence, an increasing number of Americans
began to question the wisdom of the policy of all-out U.S. support for the Marcos regime.

Just like the peasant reaction to Roxas’s methods in the 1950s, the peasants’ suffering
under Marcos in the mid-1970s increased their support for the rebel movement. The vast
majority of those supporting the NPA, previously referred to as the “mass base,” were not
doing so to promote communism as an ideology, but instead to oppose the excesses of
Marcos. It is clear that peasants who were not linked to the NPA often experienced a
greater degree of justice in the rudimentary practices of the NPA than they did with the

R.P. government.!3* Those who suffer seek relief wherever they can find it.

153. Jones, Red Revolution, pp. 125, 297.
154. Jones, Red Revolution, p. 13.

52




E. US. MILITARY AND ECONOMIC ASSISTANCE

In 1979, while beginning to modify the structure of martial law and promising
restoration of democracy, Marcos agreed to a renewal of the MBA. In the new agreement,
the U.S. could still conduct unhampered military operations and exercise command and
control within certain facilities on the bases; but, ultimate sovereignty over the bases
remained with the R.P.. At the same time Marcos let it be known that he (pro-American as
he pretended to be) was not exactly happy with the MAA. Presidents Carter and Marcos
agreed to a new security package of $500 million for the period 1980-1985: $50 million in
military assistance; $250 million in foreign military sales; $200 million in security
supporting assistance. In 1983, Marcos made an agreement with the Reagan administration
to increase the security assistance to $900 million: $125 million in grant military assistance;
$300 million in foreign military sales credits; $475 million in economic assistance.!55
Marcos recognized his need for American help, but he resisted the growing opposition in
the United States to his dictatorial methods and his violations of human rights.

The military assistance gave the AFP weapons to defend themselves and kill NPA, but
the economic assistance did not find its way to those people in the countryside or in the city
slums who desperately needed it. As a result, the reason for the people to participate in the
insurgency and harbor armed guerillas remained intact. The aid did nothing for U.S.
interests except more closely link American aid to Marcos and his elitist cronies. Marcos
would remain unsuccessful in his efforts to control the NPA unless he attacked the root

cause of the insurgency--poverty in the countryside and in the cities.
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F. BENIGNO AND CORY AQUINO

Filipinos became increasingly dissatisfied with Marcos and his repressive measures;
but the people were most dissatisfied with Marcos’ inability to destroy the causes of the
social ills which he had advertised as being the reason for his desertion from democratic
practices in the first place. The Filipinos faced a Hobson’s choice for government: either a
repressive dictatorship or a radical anti-government movement. However, when the failure
of state capitalism began to squeeze all but the very wealthy in the early 1980s, the
dissatisfaction of Marcos’ domestic opponents increased and a moderate alternative
emerged. Marcos’ most formidable opponent, Benigno Aquino, would be that alternative.
Aquino was was above all the symbol of the opposition to Marcos, and not by any means
the symbol of hope for the masses that his wife would become.

Benigno Aquino had been arrested in the 1972 crackdown and charged with
subversion, murder and illegal arms possession. He was convicted and sentenced to death,
but after widespread international protest, Benigno Aquino’s sentence was commuted to
life in prison. In May 1980, following a lengthy stay in prison and numerous protests
from abroad, Marcos permitted Aquino to travel to the U.S. for medical treatment and
remain there in exile.156

As early as August 1980, Aquino again began to challenge Marcos from exile. Over
the next three years Aquino called upon Marcos to curb repression, reverse state capitalism
and redistribute the nation’s wealth. His message naturally appealed to those suffering
under Marcos.!57 However, to successfully oppose Marcos for the presidency, Aquino

knew he had to return to the Philippines. On 21 August 1983, immediately upon his return
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from the U.S., but while still in the custody of R.P. government troops who were
escorting him from the plane, Aquino was shot to death.138 The assassination was never
directly linked to--but ultimate responsibility was attributed to, President Marcos.

After the assassination of Aquino, Marcos was able to ride out the protests, and for a
time reassert himself as the strongman ruler of the Philippines. However, Marcos was still
unable to divert international attention from the Benigno Aquino murder trial and the
possibility that witnesses may link him to the assassination. In December 1985, when
General Fabian C. Ver, a longtime Marcos crony, was acquitted along with others in the
assassination of Aquino, the immediate hope of linking Marcos to the murder was lost.
However, in the eyes of the world community, President Marcos was discredited and his
removal from office assured.!%9

The Filipino people had tzen desperately searching for an alternative to Marcos and
they finally found one in December 1985 when Cory Aquino agreed to run for president.
Cory had qualifications which excited the Filipino public to adoration: she was the widow
of the martyr, Benigno Aquino; she was the antithesis of Ferdinand Marcos, the
quintessential Filipino politician; and something entirely new--hope for the masses. Cory
seemed to represent a better level of living for the poor, particularly if it could bring about
the elimination of the communist menace and the achievement of land reform.

The unrest following the unhappy verdict of the Aquino trial underscored the total
decay of Marcos’ political and economic house of cards. By early 1986, capital flight was

spreading financial panic throughout the Philippines, and international banks began
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withholding credit and calling in mature loans.1¢? It was common knowledge that by this
time, Marcos and his cronies managed to garner one-half of all public and private assets in
the Philippines and use them to amass their personal fortunes.!6! In early 1986, the
corrupt Marcos dictatorship and his economy of “state capitalism™ were on the brink of total
collapse.

Aquino won the snap election for a new president on 7 February 1986, but Marcos
refused to leave Malacanang. In a desperate effort to retain power, Marcos declared a state
of emergency on 24 February 1986, but his efforts were hopeless.!62 The very next day
the pressures at home and from abroad forced Marcos and his family to flee to Hawaii.
Cory Aquino moved into Malacanang and the Filipino people finally had a leader they
believed would carry out the promise of political and agrarian reform.

In his final years of rule, Marcos had become the personification of all the evils that he
campaigned against in his first presidential election. What was his legacy? In twenty years
Marcos managed to abandon democracy in favor of political dictatorship; turn a free market
economy into one controlled by the state; create an environment ripe for a communist
movement, complete with guerilla army, to flourish; participate in a level of corruption
which would drive the average Filipino into abject poverty and the nation into bankruptcy.
The political and economic devastation which Marcos left in his wake would be a daunting
challenge for any successor, even for one who entered office with all the glamor and

accolades accorded to Cory Aquino.
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VII. CURRENT POLITICS

Although President Aquino inherited the economic and political nightmare left behind
by Ferdinand Marcos, her messianic-like rise to the presidency made even the most hopeful
dreams of the Filipino people seem possible. Cory Aquino had humbly described herself
before the election as a “simple housewife,” yet she managed to unite her people as never
before and bring down the most selfish dictator the nation had ever known.

Her singular accomplishments won immeasurable support from those who wanted no
more of Marcos. She would be faced with the challenge not only of restoring democratic
methods but of achieving a level of living for all Filipinos that would relieve the country of
the threat of insurgency and the heaviest burdens of poverty.

Would Cory Aquino be able to restore confidence in the Philippine government? In
fulfilling the dreams of the masses would she be the first leader to achieve land reform?
How would she deal with the NPA? Could she transform the armed forces of the
Philippines into a disciplined fighting force? Would the military and economic aid policies
of the U.S. adequately support her program of national development? In sum, how would
President Aquino deal with the social and economic ills which led to insurgency in the first

place?

A. GOVERNMENT REFORM

Cory Aquino’s most important task after assuming office was to attack the roots of
insurgency which threatened the fundamental stability of her nation. But before she could
do that, she would have to reestablish the democratic principles and procedures which had

been traditional in the Philippines before the advent of Marcos’ martial law. The Filipinos
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would have to regain their faith in government for the Philippines to become a thriving
nation.

President Aquino took firm control of the government when she moved into
Malacanang. She knew that dismantling the remnants of the Marcos regime and
reconstructing the government were the nation’s most urgent challenges, but the people
were the focus of her first official act.163 On 3 March 1986, President Aquino issued a
proclamation which restored the full protection for individuals against arrest without
charges.164 With this gesture she immediately let the Filipino people know that they were
her first priority and that there would be a clear distinction between her administration and
the Marcos administration. However, the President was not afraid to ask the people for
something in return.

President Aquino believed she would need a “Freedom Constitution” for
approximately six months to givc her absolute authority to administer the government and
make the changes she saw as necessary.165 To take this radical step she would ask for
support from the people, and she would get it.166 On 25 March 1990, President Aquino
revoked the 1973 Marcos’ Constitution, abolished the national assembly and reserved all

legislative powers for herself.167 The Filipinos expressed a near reverence for their
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president and for a time were willing to permit Cory Aquino and the Philippine government
to be one and the same.

The speedy composition of a constitution was central to President Aquino’s plan for
government. She selected fifty distinguished citizens to serve on a Constitutional
Commission (Concom) and author a new constitution. Concom’s work drew heavily upon
the Commonwealth Constitution of 1935, but some provisions were tailored to the
especially difficult problems faced by Filipinos during the Marcos years: the powers of the
military and police were narrowly defined, the presidency was limited to one six year term,
armed groups without duly constituted authority were outlawed, and the legislature was
given a voice in the fate of the U.S. bases.168

To ensure the integrity of the judiciary was included in her plans for a fresh start,
President Aquino called for the resignation of all Marcos appointees on the Supreme Court,
the intermediate Appellate Courts and the local Courts of First Instance. She appointed
former Justice Claudio Teehankee to the seat of Chief Justice and depended upon him to
recast the judiciary.16® Her detractors, searching for anything to criticize, would call this
the “massacre of the judiciary.”

The Philippine public sensed Cory Aquino had their interests at heart and they freely
gave her their unqualified support. However, this support was countered by the less than
loyal stance of many of those in her administration. In particular her Defense Minister,
Juan Ponce Enrile, and her Vice-President, Salvador Laurel, were vocal in their opposition.

Enrile fancied himself to be better presidential material than Aquino. He even called

the president a “little dictator” in a bitter criticism of the way she exercised emergency
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powers. Enrile made humiliating public demands of his President, insisting she reinstate
the 1973 Constitution, remove cabinet officers who opposed him, call an early presidential
election, permit the military to take part in negotiations with the NPA and return Marcos
loyalists to their former government jobs.!?0 Even in her humiliation, President Aquino
remained tolerant and asked Enrile for his support. His answer was to take a hard-line
position against the NPA and oppose President Aquino’s attempts to negotiate a cease-fire
agreement.

Enrile continued to test Aquino’s patience. He sought support from Marcos loyalists
in what seemed to be a personal bid for power,17! but he committed his ultimate act of
disloyalty as a cabinet member by participating in the failed coup of November 1986.172
Weary of Enrile’s provocations, President Aquino finally fired him.173 Had the President
shown weakness by simply firing Enrile? Was his ouster an appropriate punishment for
one perpetrating an act viewed in most other countries as treason--a capital offense?

President Aquino’s problem with disloyal subordinates did not stop with Enrile.
There had also been a growing rift between President Aquino and her own Vice-President,
Salvador H. Laurel. Similar to Enrile, Laurel publicly criticized President Aquino for her
“Freedom Constitution,” indecisive handling of the NPA, and insistence on retaining

certain cabinet members.174 Laurel quit his post as Foreign Secretary in September 1987
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and claimed that he had been kept in the dark and never allowed to participate in the Aquino
inner circle.!’> Laurel remained in his elected position as Vice-President, but he would
continue to be a belligerent opponent to the efforts of President Aquino.

The draft constitution was approved by the Philippine Congress on 12 October 1986,
thereby preparing the way for a national referendum on the issue. When the people were
presented with the plebiscite on 2 February 1987, 85% of the eligible voters turned out to
vote!76 and 80% of the voters approved the proposed constitution.!”” Overwhelming
success in the referendum repudiated the argument that Cory Aquino was a “little dictator.”
It seemed that President Aquino was indeed leading her nation out from under the dark
shadow of Marcos. It is unfortunate that this referendum may have been the high point in
Cory Aquino’s presidency.

In tribute to President Aquino, she had set the mechanics of government back into
good working order by mid-1987. However, her success in restoring the government did
not mean that she had instilled confidence in the people for their government. To do this,
President Aquino would have to lead an effective attack on the social and economic roots of
insurgency. In particular, she needed an agrarian reform program that worked, and a
method for effectively dealing with the armed insurgents. In her campaign against
Marcos, Cory Aquino made it clear that she had a mission--to right many of the wrongs in

Philippine society. Now that the Philippines had the workings of a democratic
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government, how well would President Aquino attack the chasm between the elite and the

common people?

B. LAND REFORM

Within a year of taking office President Aquino had reconstituted the R.P. government
and reestablished the nre-martial law Philippine tradition of democratic rule. President
Aquino realized that she would have to attack the social and economic roots of misery
because they threatened to reverse her government initiatives, fuel the insurgency, and
perpetuate the suffering of the people. As has been seen, the unjust distribution of land in
Philippine agrarian society had been a root cause for protest in the Philippines since the
Spanish Colonial Era, and it was no different under the Aquino administration.

Cory Aquino knew this, and it was her campaign promise to implement land reform
which became the cornerstone of peasant support for her presidency. The ordinary people
of the Philippines gave the President their unqualified support for over one year, but in
mid-1987 they began to question her sincerity concerning land reform. Could President
Aquino make good on the campaign promises which Presidents Macapagal, Magsaysay,
and Marcos also made, but failed to keep?

In July 1987, President Aquino issued a non-binding land reform proposal, the
Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP).178 The proposal had non-specific,
broad guidelines which distributed some land to the peasants, made tenancy on government

property easier, and improved agricultural extension.1’® The proposal was a clear
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compromise measure and disappointed Aquino’s supporters at home and abroad who
believed agrarian reform was finally at iand.189 Her program was Marcos’ reform plan
warmed over; a program in which the real decision-making responsibility remained in the
hands of a Congress dominated by landowners. 18!

President Aquino’s plan clearly favored the large landowners and not the peasants and
she would soon disiance herself from the land reform issue.!82 President Aquino
delegated those responsibilities to her Agrarian Reform Minister, Heherson Alvarez and
told him, “Do what you think is good and let’s carry it out.”183 He resurrected the Marcos
reform program which in 16 years had redistributed only one-fifth of the land identified for
reform.184 To make matters worse President Aquino did not restrain a swarm of central
government officials who were needlirg local politicians to protect the lands of their
constituents from the government program.!83 Simply, President Aquino was knuckling
under to political pressure and some of the pressure was coming from her family members.

As a presidential candidate, Cory Aquino promised to make her family’s 15,000 acre

sugar plantation, Hacienda Luisita, an agrarian reform “model” for the nation’s landowners
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to follow.186 But when Alvarez was questioned on the President’s failure to implement the

program on her family’s property he stated,

“This is a very democratic president. She will have to talk to her brothers and
sisters. There 1s a ticklish problem of family and interpersonal relationships
there.”187

The fact was the President had the opportunity to unilaterally implement reform under the

”

“Freedom Constitution.” What she did was to convert her hacienda into a joint stock
company, allegedly assigning some equity to each of her workers. In effect, she took her
own property out from under the general provisions of the land reform law. Was it, as she
said, that she did not want to abuse her authority by circumventing the democratic system,
or was she having second thoughts about directly attacking the fabulous wealth of those
within her own family and social class?

The land reform bill, which was finally approved by Congress and signed by
President Aquino in 1988, disappointed even the least demanding farmer organizations.
Nevertheless, the new Comprehensive Land Reform Law (CARL) was an improvement
over previous reform attempts. Sugar and coconut plantations--areas never before
considered for redistribution, were now targeted. Further, the plan called for peasants to
receive either land for tilling or profit sharing on their haciendas. However, the program
still excluded one-fourth of the intended beneficiaries.!88

By 1989, the landowners had labelled the effort as communistic and managed to find

legal loopholes in the program to circumvent the law. Only 37% percent of t