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Understanding and Preempting the Administration’s Actions to Further the Social 
Movement for Reform 

 
 

The latest round of scandals surrounding the Gloria Macapagal Arroyo 
administration and the NBN-ZTE deal has resulted in the renewal of the broad anti-GMA 
movement and the mobilization of many new sectors of Filipino society calling for truth, 
accountability and reform. New forces are bubbling and once again considering the 
potential to make government heed the call of the people through a broad social 
movement. However, leaders, organizers, and talking heads in and around the movement 
are all making a critical mistake: they are basing their view of the potential of the new 
movement on the old EDSA factors. Specifically, they are focusing too much on the 
placement of elite and powerful formations, especially the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines and the CBCP. 
 

This focus on the old EDSA factors is consistent with both the defeatist way the 
less powerful tend to view government (as a playground of the elite where the average 
person has little or no impact) as well as the general trend of political analysts and 
political science scholars to focus not on strategies employed by social movement, but 
instead to emphasize “the political context external to movements.” (Schock 34) 
Currently many claim that revisiting People Power, whether this is a People Power that 
calls for the president’s resignation or that calls for real government reform, is unlikely 
due to lack of military involvement and a clear CBCP call for resignation or popular 
action.  

 
However, as leading international sociologists Doug McAdam, John McCarthy, 

Mayer Zald, and Kurt Schock state emphatically, “Movements may be largely born of 
environmental opportunities, but their fate is heavily shaped by their own actions.” 
(Schock 35, quoting McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 15) As Schock elaborates, social 
movements do not only respond to political opportunities, but their attributes such as 
strategies, tactics, organization, and framing determine how they do or do not “overcome 
political constraints, thereby reshaping the political context.” (35) Indeed, both AFP chief 
Hermogenes Esperson and the CBCP have made it clear that they will not take the reins 
in calling for action against President Arroyo. Instead, as servants of the people, they are 
waiting for civil society to take the lead. 

 
In early February 2008, civil society did just that. When government forces 

kidnapped Rodolfo “Jun” Lozada in order to prevent him from testifying about the $329 
million NBN-ZTE scandal, various sectors of organized and, in somewhat unprecedented 
fashion, unorganized civil society, responded immediately with outrage. The Arroyo 
administration, already under intense fire due to the NBN-ZTE controversy, found itself 
off-balance and on the defensive as its usual self-preservation propaganda and bribery 

Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com   For evaluation only.



tactics were insufficient to persuade the popular consciousness and outrage and 
mobilization against the Arroyo administration remained high. Now, in late March, 
however, civil society has been unable to sufficiently maintain its response to the Arroyo 
administration’s self-preservation tactics as mobilizations have lessened in number and 
frequency and the Filipino people have begun falling back into a zone of indifference. 

 
And so, the task now for the current Philippine movement for truth, accountability 

and reform is how to move beyond hoping for the powerful and elite to provide new 
political opportunities which mobilize the populace and look internally at its own 
strategies and tactics. The movement must become a force in and of itself which is 
capable of both building mass support and mobilization and once again place the Arroyo 
administration (and its supporters) in an off-balance, defensive position. The first step in 
placing the administration in a defensive position is for the movement to anticipate the 
administration’s tactics in order to respond accordingly, or better, pre-empt them. Elite-
provided political opportunities are just that, opportunities which may be taken advantage 
of by the movement. However, without understanding and strategic planning, such 
opportunities will not be maximized and will have less of a chance to result in real 
change.  

 
Political Backfire and Countering State Action 
 

Those within the current Philippine movement for truth, accountability and 
reform, are searching for “tipping points,” political opportunities which are often 
provided by powerful or elites, in order to sustain and drive the movement’s momentum. 
In political sociology, such “tipping points” are commonly referred to as transformative 
events. Transformative events are crucial turning points for social movements that can 
dramatically increase or decrease the level of mobilization. (McAdam and Sewell; 
Morris; Moyer, McAllister, Finley, and Soifer) The assassination of Benigno Noynoy 
Aquino is a classic example of a transformative event which resulted in a dramatic 
increase of mobilization which led to the fall of Ferdinand Marcos.  

 
However, the potential impact of an event – whether or not and the degree to 

which an event becomes transformative – is determined by the interpretations and 
reactions assigned by participants and observers. (McAdam and Sewell) Often, 
transformative events overlap with “political backfire.” Political backfire is “a public 
reaction of outrage to an event that is publicized and perceived as unjust” and often 
comes as a result of repression imposed by the movement’s opponent. Two factors are 
central to the backfire effect: first, that the event is viewed as unjust or in violation of 
some widely-held belief; and second, that the event is publicized to relevant audiences.  
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Furthermore, when backfire occurs, authorities employ five main tactics to 
attempt to inhibit popular outrage. These tactics can be effectively countered by social 
movements to promote outrage. 

 
 Tactics of Inhibiting 

Popular Outrage 
Tactics of Promoting 
Popular Outrage 

1.  Authorities will attempt to 
hide the event, often by 
secrecy, censorship or false 
reports, in order to 
minimize awareness. 
 

Movements can counter by 
communicating information 
about the event. 
 

2.  Authorities will stigmatize 
or devalue the target in 
order to make the attack 
appear legitimate or less 
offensive. 
 

Movements can counter by 
humanizing the target to 
garner sympathy and 
emphasizing the injustice of 
the event. 
 

3.  Authorities will attempt to 
reinterpret the event in 
order to make it appear that 
no injustice was involved. 
This tactic often involves 
lies, spin, painting the target 
as the aggressor, and 
emphasizing the “rule of 
law”. 
 

Movements can counter 
through persuasive facts 
presentation and accounts 
by credible witnesses that 
emphasize the original 
event interpretation. 
 

4. Authorities will use official 
channels in an attempt to 
legitimize itself and the 
event. This legitimization 
often takes the form of 
official investigations and 
stressing due process. 
 

Movements can counter by 
exposing the faults and 
biases in formal channels 
and inquiries and utilizing 
alternative, informal 
channels. 
 

5. Authorities will use bribery, 
intimidation and other 
forms of coercion in an 
attempt to silence the target, 
opposition, and potential 
supporters. 
 

Movements can counter 
through publicizing the 
coercion and linking it the 
initial repressive event and 
by protecting and providing 
continued support their 
members and supporters 
continued solidarity. 
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As much of the political backfire process is a question of competing legitimacy, 
movements can also counter at every stage by publicizing the oppressors’ actions as part 
of a tactical campaign. As authorities go through the process of tempering backfire, 
competing backfire management by social movements are able to influence public 
opinion to turn that backfire into a transformative event. (Martin; Hess and Martin) 

 
The Arroyo administration is currently managing backfire from the NBN-ZTE 

scandal. The controversy surrounding the NBN-ZTE deal and the events which have 
subsequently ensued can certainly be classified as a transformative event, as they have 
led to a revitalization of the anti-GMA movement, as well as a broader movement for 
government reform. However, the full transformative potential of the NBN-ZTE scandal 
is yet to be ascertained as the Arroyo administration and opposition groups are still 
involved in competing backfire management. 

 
This work analyzes the political backfire process as it applies to a clear example 

of state repression: the abduction of witness Rodolfo “Jun” Lozada in February 2008.  
 

Political Backfire and the Lozada Abduction 
 
In April 2007, a deal was signed between the Philippine government and Chinese 

telecommunications firm, Zhong Xing Telecommunication Equipment Company 
Limited, to provide the Philippines with a national broadband network. The deal 
exploded in Philippine media in August 2007 as witnesses came forward charging that 
the $329 million (USD) deal was marred by bribery and corruption reaching to the 
president herself. 

 
The Senate, dominated by members of the opposition, began an investigation into 

the NBN-ZTE deal in September 2007. On January 30, 2008, Rodolfo “Jun” Lozada, a 
consultant on the deal, was scheduled to testify before the Senate. A few hours before the 
scheduled hearing, Lozada left the country. According to Lozada, government officials 
close to the President and First Gentleman were coaching him on what to say during the 
Senate hearing. Unwilling to lie, he agreed to instead to go to London to avoid testifying 
altogether. Upon pressure from friends, however, he returned to the Philippines on 
February 5th. Upon arriving at Ninoy Aquino International Airport in Manila, Lozada was 
Lozada was taken into custody and driven around Manila and the province of Laguna 
until finally being released later that night. (Rimando) 
 

Tactic 1: Minimizing Awareness 
 

Those perpetrating the abduction (presumably the President and First Gentleman) 
utilized secrecy and false and conflicting reports to minimize awareness. The abduction, 
of course, occurred under immense secrecy. On the date of his arrival, Lozada’s friends 
and family were waiting at the airport to receive him, as well as Senate security forces 
expecting to issue him the warrant upon his arrival. All were stunned when he did not 
appear at the arrival gate.  
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The men who took Lozada into custody told him they were sent by Environment 
Secretary Lito Atienza. Atienza denied sending men. Later, it was revealed that senior 
officers of the Philippine National Police had coordinated with NAIA security to let them 
onto the tarmac upon Lozada’s arrival. However, even NAIA officials were unaware of 
the special police officers’ intentions – they simply coordinated with them as a matter of 
professional courtesy. Furthermore, even the director of the Philippine National Police, 
Avelino Razon, was not aware of the plan to receive Lozada. When news of Lozada’s 
disappearance first made news, Razon vehemently denied that he was in the PNP’s 
custody. Later, when PNP officers confirmed they had custody of Lozada, Razon 
switched his story to say the PNP had planned to take Lozada in custody all along. 
(Presumably, Razon was not made aware of the plan to take Lozada into custody 
beforehand.) 

 
However, the opposition was able to effectively counter the perpetrator’s attempt 

to minimize awareness by immediately demanding information about Lozada’s 
whereabouts through both the media and formal government institutions. Among friends 
waiting for Lozada to appear at the airport were members of the Black and White 
Movement, a civil society organization with connections to several mass media outlets. 
When Lozada did not appear as scheduled, Black and White was able to immediately 
publicize the story. Furthermore, the Black and White Movement also had connections to 
lawyers and activists, who were able to assist the family file writs of amparo and habeas 
corpus with the Supreme Court the day following the abduction. During the abduction, it 
was not just those on the outside but also Lozada himself who broke the attempted 
secrecy by regular sending SMS messages to immediate family throughout the 
abductions informing them of his whereabouts. Finally, Lozada, the Black and White 
Movement, and various Arroyo opponents continue to publicize Lozada’s ordeal by 
promoting him to speak at rallies and schools in an attempt to maximize awareness and 
thus backfire. 
 

Tactic 2: Devaluing the Target 
 
The Arroyo administration has attempted various ways to devalue Lozada in an 

attempt to minimize the impact of both his abduction and his Senate testimony. Senior 
cabinet officials have referred to Lozada as a “crying boy” and joked that he should be 
deported for “causing trouble.” The administration also continues to belittle his position 
in brokering the deal (saying he was just a consultant without access to important 
information), has publicized Lozada’s extramarital affair, attacked him as also potentially 
benefiting from the NBN-ZTE deal, and has accused him of “grandstanding” and 
enjoying his newfound fame, thus painting Lozada as too trivial of an individual for the 
administration to have abducted and challenging his moral appeal and credibility in the 
Senate hearings. 

 
The opposition also continues to respond to these administration challenges. The 

deportation joke was a comment on Lozada’s Chinese heritage and reflects the anti-
Chinese sentiment that still exists in the Philippines. This comment, however, garnered a 
great deal of ire in the influential Chinese business community, which exacerbated 
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backfire for the Arroyo administration. Lozada, meanwhile, met the news of his affair 
and gains in the NBN-ZTE deal with honesty, admitting they were true and asking 
forgiveness from his wife and the business community. His open admittance of guilt and 
plea for forgiveness inhibited the administration from painting him as a wanton sinner 
and solidified his popular image as the regular man, who has faults but is basically good. 
At the same time, the administration’s attempts to stigmatize him furthered the 
administration’s image of a self-righteous bully, and pressured President Arroyo to move 
away from her iron lady image. In an effort to portray humility, she made the critical 
mistake of admitting knowing about anomalies with the deal before it was signed. 

 
Tactic 3: Reinterpreting the Event 
 
When news of Lozada’s abduction initially broke in the media, Philippine 

National Police Chief Avelino Razon denied the PNP was involved. Later, he admitted 
that Lozada was in police custody, but asserted that Lozada requested to be taken into 
police custody for his own protection. Later, however, the director of the Police Security 
and Protection Office emphasized that Lozada was not in police “custody,” but was 
simply being “secured,” meaning police personnel were accompanying Lozada wherever 
he wished to go. 

 
Lozada and the opposition also effectively countered these statements by holding 

a press conference immediately upon Lozada’s release. At a dramatic 2 AM press 
conference flanked by nuns, Lozada asserted that he never requested police security and 
was taken against his will. Furthermore, he stated that he was made to sign several 
documents against his will while in police custody. This effectively pre-empted a later 
police press conference where the affidavits and hand-written notes wherein Lozada 
requested police protection were released. Police Chief Razon changed his story for a 
third time when he claimed that the request for security came not from Lozada, but from 
Lozada’s brother. However, this statement was also effectively pre-empted because 
Lozada’s brother filed a writ of amparo with the Supreme Court the day after the 
abduction. Furthermore, the inability of the police to maintain a consistent story 
exacerbated backfire against the administration. 

 
Tactic 4: Using Official Channels for Legitimization 
 
As expected, the Ombudsman created a separate panel to investigate the Lozada 

abduction. The Office of the Ombudsman is known to be inefficient, slow-moving and 
under direct control of the President. As expected, there have been no notable 
advancements in the investigation as of two months after its announcement. 

 
The Ombudsman’s announcement of a special investigation had minimal impact 

as far as legitimizing the event: the nation simply does not take the Ombudsman 
seriously. However, the announcement of the investigation was a victory for the 
administration because it allowed the administration to begin setting the pace of public 
discourse about the abduction. In essence, the semblance of an official investigation 
removed pressure from the administration; it allowed government officials (including 
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police officers involve din the abduction) the prerogative to refrain from commenting as 
information pertaining to the abduction was now under the jurisdiction of the 
Ombudsman. The Ombudsman, in turn, could also refrain from releasing information 
claiming it is her responsibility to wait until the investigation is completed. 

 
The opposition failed to take advantage of the announcement to create more 

backfire. Instead of highlighting the Ombudsman investigation as another example of a 
captured and manipulated state institution, the opposition largely ignored it. While 
several opposition senators stated they would continue with the Senate investigation 
despite the Ombudsman, this move further inhibited backfire as the momentum of the 
outrage was not utilized. 

 
Tactic 5: Bribery and Intimidation 
 
Following the abduction, Mike Defensor, an outspoken Arroyo ally and former 

Chief of Staff, gave Lozada  an envelope with P50,000 after a conversation in which he 
asked Lozada to deny everything about his abduction and the NBN-ZTE deal. 
Furthermore, shortly after the abduction, surveillance cameras (supposedly for traffic 
monitoring) were placed in front of several Catholic schools sympathetic to Lozada. 
Lozada also claims that he and his family continue to be under surveillance and receive 
threats. 

 
The opposition has met limited success in publicizing the bribery attempt and 

surveillance to promote outrage. The bribe and its return made headlines right away and 
reinforced the image of corruption associated with the President as well as the image of a 
moral crusader associated with Lozada. However, given a large scandal just a few months 
preceding the Lozada bribery where cash was similarly handed out in the Presidential 
Palace, more could have been done to associate the two events, thus building on former 
presidential scandals and further promoting outrage. The placement of surveillance 
cameras was also well-publicized and mobilized some members of the religious 
community, however, the opposition failed to fully exploit the fear and memories of a 
police state given the Philippines emotional memories of dictatorship. Finally, as of this 
writing Lozada continues to tour the nation and speak about his personal ordeal, 
including threats and intimidation. However, as his story has not changed dramatically, 
slowly proliferating the story is no longer enough to promote emotional outrage and 
Lozada must be careful to not overstay his time in the public eye as a bringer of old news. 

 
Conclusion 

 
This work provides a structured account of the political backfire process as it 

relates to the Arroyo administration’s abduction of NBN-ZTE scandal witness Rodolfo 
“Jun” Lozada. It has demonstrated that the Arroyo administration utilized common tactics 
for inhibiting public outrage. While some administration tactics were effectively 
countered by political opponents, there were several administration tactics that the 
political opposition could have further utilized to promote popular outrage. 
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While previous literature, including this work, defines political backfire as a 
response to state repression (including violent repression, censorship and imprisonment), 
(Jansen and Martin 2003, 2004, Martin) it can be argued that the political backfire 
process is not limited to events where the state has reacted repressively to challengers, 
but can also occur as a response to events where the state has acted on its own. 
Corruption scandals especially stand out among such state actions that are universally 
perceived as unjust and that, if well publicized, have the potential to be transformative 
events. (Beyerle and Zunes) An analysis of the political backfire process as it relates to 
the NBN-ZTE scandal as a whole would be a superb extension of this work and resource 
for government reform movements across the globe. In the case of the NBN-ZTE scandal 
as a whole, however, it is improper to label the process “backfire” because popular 
outrage did not occur in response to the state repressing challengers; in essence, popular 
outrage against the NBN-ZTE scandal cannot be labeled “backfire” because there was no 
“first-fire.” Instead, popular outrage occurred in response to a state initiative that was 
perceived as unjust, without a clear victim or target. Thus, I purport that the tactics states 
use in handling political backfire are utilized not only for tempering responses to its own 
repressive acts, but are also for tempering responses to unjust actions which it commits 
on its own. 

 
The author hopes that this analysis will help the movement understand not only 

the process that repressive states tend to employ, but the movement’s own shortcomings 
and wasted opportunities. Although the tendency is to question or degrade the 
movement’s capabilities and regard Philippine politics and elite political culture as an 
overwhelmingly difficult opponent, in reality the current Philippine situation shares many 
characteristics with other developing countries. Furthermore, our problems and 
challenges are quite common in other less-than-democracies. It is all too easy for us to 
rely on the “spontaneous” nature of sweeping social movements. However, relying on the 
“spontaneity” of a movement is simply another way for us to snub the responsibility of 
planning for the movement, when, in reality, planning is what creates the conditions for 
such spontaneity to occur. Social movements all over the world, ranging from advocacy 
for specific policies to movements against repressive dictators, and including our own 
EDSAs, have found success against their oppressors. However, this success has never 
come without the movement resolving to be an offensive, not merely defensive, force. 
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