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"To Be or Not to Be?": Civil Society as “Insiders” in Politics

Juree   Vichit-Vadakarn* 
Introduction


A yet unresolved issue with regards to the role of civil society leaders as elected political actors actively participating in the political process requires careful thought and definitely more critical debates and soul searching among civil society members and supporters.


Although civil society has long engaged in social movements which often transform into political activities/movements, civil society’s traditional role has been outside the government/state. To serve as a voice of reason or a voice of dissent, to serve as society’s conscience or as a reminder of ethics and moderation, civil society has not been known to shy away from political advocacy or political agitation/mobilization for social change. However, one finds today in some developing countries an increased presence of civil society leaders in government. One also finds representation of civil society members in direct politics as in the green movement/green party in some developed, Northern countries.

What is problematic? Is there a problem?


Certain problems do surface when civil society works closely and 

from within government and politics. Take for instance, when members of civil society are seen to use personal connection with “powers that be” to bring about “unfair” advantage for certain benefits, albeit not personal benefits, as in the recent issuance of the Peace Bonds in the Philippines. 

Or when civil society leaders are perceived as “meddling” or “tampering” with the judicial process in stating their views on the Thai 

 “Prime Minister” while he was under scrutiny/deliberation by the Constitutional Court for wrongful asset disclosure.


In the above two cases, protagonists of the Peace Bond would argue strongly that their effort was creative and innovative, aiming to raise money for the much needed funds to help the poor and the marginalized. They would concede perhaps that better and more communications were needed in the entire process but they would also insist that they had done nothing wrong. 


In the case of the Thai Prime Minister, protagonists could argue that the prominent civil society leaders were only exercising their freedom of speech to express their personal views because freedom of expression is an inherent right of all citizens, including prominent civil society leaders.

Civil society leaders as politicians


In recent times, we find civil society leaders being appointed by governments in the world, particularly in Southeast Asia, to key positions in government and even in the cabinet. More recently, we also find civil society leaders participated in the electoral process as candidates, as in the senatorial election last year in Thailand. On the one hand, it is understandable that trying to bring changes from outside the power structure is difficult and frustrating.  But on the other hand, there is a sense of unease that the priorities and harsh “realities” of politics may detract and deter civil society leaders who turned “politicians” from their original goals and intentions. Not that these hybrid “civil society/ politicians” are not true to their cause, but being immersed in a new set of priorities and work requirements, being socialized in a new ambience with new colleagues from diverse backgrounds may have some effects on the perception and attitude of the civil society persons in question. In addition, to be effective in the political process, negotiation, bargaining, compromises, “deals”, “gives” and “takes”, “exchange of favors”, temporary alliances ad etc. may have to be part of their necessary activities.  Political realities and necessities may affect different prioritization of goals and objectives which may not be congruent with the priorities of civil society in general.  Not every agenda set forth by civil society could be realized by civil society leaders who have become political actors.  Ultimately, political realism calls for careful choices and decisions by political actors on what issues are critical to fight for. In this context, political prudence and expediency which attribute to political effectiveness may run counter to the ideological commitments and principles which civil society often advocates and extols.


The critical questions to ask further would be:

1) What would civil society leaders hope to achieve as “politicians”?

2) Could civil society leaders achieve their goals better as “insiders” or “outsiders” of the political arena?

There are obviously no quick and easy, clear-cut and definitive answers to the above questions.  As socio-political, cultural and economic systems vary so much, contextual differences preclude generalizations when addressing these issues.  By and large, civil society leaders initially hope and expect to utilize the role of “insiders” in politics to institute the following: 

a) through legal and administrative mechanisms to make changes that will bring greater social justice; 

b) b) to address specific problems of inequality, environmental degradation, human rights and etc. directly; 

c) to help formulate policies that will not marginalize the poor and the socially excluded; 

d) to help see that the pro-poor policies are actually implemented;

e) to promote and facilitate legal changes that will provide a legal and regulatory framework that will not be biased against the poor;

f) to help build social and human capital/infrastructure from the bottom up with special emphasis on the poor.

g) To help transform society through a change of social values and beliefs that had impeded balanced, equitable and sustainable development of society;

h) To help allocate resources more equitably and more effectively.

The stated goals are definitely difficult to achieve as “outsiders”. But past experiences have taught us that civil society has been fairly successful in voicing the above concerns as “outsiders”.  Civil society has been instrumental in mobilizing the public to pressure for changes in laws, in policy formulation, in thwarting excesses of politicians and government, in instituting more transparency and accountability in government and administration.

Could they have done more and better as “insiders” within the political system? It is difficult as yet to provide a full answer because of the following reasons:

a) There are not enough of them in the political system as yet.  As long as they are greatly outnumbered, one cannot expect a few civil society leaders to revolutionize politics overnight.

b) It is difficult to untangle well entrenched political and bureaucratic systems and practices. Incremental changes are perhaps more realistic to expect but patience is required.

c) Political skills and political effectiveness require experience and mentorship as most given political cultures and practices often run counter to civil society’s mode of behaviors and “culture”.

Hence, one would wonder if civil society leaders should be “insiders” of the political arena at all. To what extent can they engage in “political” means that will not distort their “ends”?  Could they help transform politics and take it to the next level? Can civil society leaders tread into “dangerous waters” without compromising their goals and principles? At the end of the day, it is the task of each person to reflect critically if the path that he/she had chosen to take in politics had sidetracked them from the ultimate goals that they had set to achieve as civil society leaders. 

Ideally, politics should not be divorced from our lives. To be actively engaged in politics at different levels should make a stronger society. If civil society leaders should choose to utilize politics as means to achieve their ends, it is potentially positive, provided that the stated ends are not distorted or altered beyond recognition from their original forms. Civil society leaders who have taken the “plunge’ need to be continually supported by civil society and the public for experimenting with new ways and means to make a “difference” in politics. It may be too soon to pass judgement on how well they have fared or how effective they have been. But they should also be followed closely as we need to learn more on this issue.

At the very least, it is helpful to have politicians who represent civil society in the true sense.  Not only is representation from this sector important to the political process, but the sector needs advocates for its cause.  However, given their new role as politicians, these former civil society leaders will need to be strategic and effective vis-a-vis their new peers.  This may mean a gradual transformation, conscious or unconscious, intentional or unintentional, from a civil society mode and mindset into a political one.  But for as long as they continue to advocate and serve as a strong voice for civil society causes effectively, all is well.
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