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Virata: the trials and tribulations of a “chief technocrat”

Teresa S. Encarnacion Tadem*

Department of Political Science, College of Social Sciences and Philosophy, University of the
Philippines-Diliman, Philippines

This article examines the factors that led to the rise of Cesar E.A. Virata as “chief
technocrat” during the martial law period (1972–1986) as well as the circumstances
that led to his downfall. The article puts forward the argument that Virata’s entry into
the power elite was due to his technical expertise and the support he received from
President Ferdinand E. Marcos, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank
because of a shared development perspective. Such support, however, was not
sustainable due to the political and economic instability in the country spawned by the
anti-dictatorship movement. This movement was fueled by the leadership’s corruption,
failed economic policies, the global economic recession and human rights violations,
among others. Marcos also compartmentalized his technocrats, which weakened
Virata’s political clout, and Virata also had no political mass base to draw his support
from, reducing him to an appendage of the political leadership and foreign capital.

Keywords: Cesar E.A. Virata; technocracy; martial law; economic policy-making;
cronies; IMF/World Bank; anti-dictatorship movement

Introduction

During the martial law period (1972–1986), the Philippine technocracy, together with the

cronies and the military, played a crucial role in keeping President Ferdinand E. Marcos in

power. These pillars of support for Marcos served as the three legs that propped up the

dictatorship. The technocrats’ value to the leadership was rooted in the economic expertise

they provided Marcos since 1965 during his first and second terms as Philippine president,

and through the martial law years until his downfall in the aftermath of the 1986 People

Power Revolution. Among the technocrats during this period, Cesar E.A. Virata emerged

as primus inter pares, becoming prime minister in 1981. This was the highest government

position ever held by a technocrat. In a country where power is largely controlled by the

economically wealthy – historically the landed elite and big business – the rise of Virata

and the technocracy introduced a new factor into the access and exercise of power. The

power of the martial law technocrats, however, could not be sustained and the downfall of

the Marcos dictatorship also led to Virata’s political demise.

This article looks into the factors that facilitated the rise of Virata into the “power

elite” circle during the martial law period as well as those that hindered the sustainability

of his political leverage. There is relatively sparse literature on the Philippine technocracy

and martial law politics. Through extensive interviews conducted with Virata, this article

seeks to help fill the gap. The first part of the article discusses the nature of the power base

of Virata, which facilitated his access to power, while the second part examines the factors
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that enabled him to deal with the politico-economic elites during the pre-martial law

period. Finally, the third part looks into the evolution of Virata’s political clout as a

technocrat upon the declaration of martial law in 1972, particularly in the context of the

various competing dominant political forces during the martial law regime. The article

puts forward the argument that Virata’s entry into the country’s “power elite” was not

simply due to his technical expertise. Equally important were his family roots and

educational background as well as the support given to him by Marcos and the country’s

leading creditors, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Virata

shared the same development perspective as Marcos and these two US-dominated

multilateral financial agencies. However, the political and economic instability that

eventually overtook the martial law administration cut short Virata’s rise to power.

Moreover, Virata also had no political mass base which he could draw support from. These

factors highlighted the vulnerability of the Philippine technocracy as an appendage of the

political leadership and foreign capital.

I. The social origins of Virata’s power base

In classical political terms, technocracy “refers to a system of governance in which

technically trained experts rule by virtue of their specialized knowledge and position in

dominant political and economic institutions” (Meynaud 1990). In particular, technocracy

pertains to the use of experts and their technical knowledge in the pursuit of political power

and the “good society” in the spheres of both the state and the economy (Fischer 1990, 18).

It is within this context that the technocracy has also been referred to as the “power elite” of

an emerging bureaucracy by C. Wright Mills, and as the “new mandarins” by Noam

Chomsky (Glassman 1997, 78). Neo-Weberians also refer to technocracy as belonging to

the new middle class (NMC). As noted by C. Wright Mills, the NMC is the result of “the

demise of entrepreneurial capitalism and the rise of corporate capitalism with its army of

managers, technocrats, marketers and financiers. The middle-class is the skilled workforce

of capitalism and expands with it” (Robison and Goodman 1996, 8). Importance is thus

placed on the manner in which the technocracy was able to acquire the economic and

technical expertise that eased their access to influential government positions. In the case of

Virata this could be attributed to a number of factors, including his family and educational

background, personality traits, the networks he forged in the academe and business

communities, his technical expertise and his development perspective, which is shared by a

dominant faction of the politico-economic elites of Philippine society.

The qualities of a technocrat that Virata possesses point to his family background,

which paved the way for an academic career that honed his technical expertise. This is

referred to by Pierre Bourdieu as cultural capital whereby family origins have facilitated

educational opportunities (Amir 2007, 88) which were generally monopolized by the

Philippine elite during that period. Although Virata described his family as relatively poor,

as they had to help each other go through higher education,1 he could generally be

categorized as coming from a middle class background. His father, Enrique, was a

University of the Philippines (UP) professor and was a pensionado, one of the many

Filipino students sent by the American colonial government to study in the United States.

As a pensionado, Enrique Virata finished a PhD in mathematics from Johns Hopkins

University. Because of his father’s educational training and professional career, Virata

also became a product of the elite UP educational system. He graduated from UP with

Bachelor of Sciences degrees in mechanical engineering and business administration (cum

laude) in 1952.2 Upon graduation, he joined the faculty of the UP College of Business
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Administration. Through a fellowship from the US International Cooperation Agency

(ICA), he pursued an MBA in industrial management at the Wharton Graduate School of

the University of Pennsylvania.3 Through his UP education and advanced training in the

US, Virata acquired the expertise required of a technocrat. While in the US, Virata studied

closely the operation of American industries, including those of the steel and automotive

sectors, as well as the economics of American labor.4 What Virata seemed to be studying

was the kind of expertise that characterized the new middle class that emerged after World

War II in developed societies, described by C. Wright Mills as the new technocratic-

bureaucrat industrial capitalist economy (Glassman 1995, 161).

The expertise that Virata acquired from his academic studies made him a prize catch

for the members of the Philippine business community who were seeking to set up and

expand their business enterprises. This is an example of one’s family and academic

cultural capital facilitating one’s acquisition of scientific and professional credentials,

another type of cultural capital (Amir 2007, 88). Thus, one can say that Virata’s technical

knowledge served as his initial base of power. Among the elite-owned companies he

worked for were the Aranetas’ Botica Boie of the Philippine–American Drug Company

(PADCO), the Lopez-owned newspaper The Manila Chronicle and the accounting firm

Sycip, Gorres & Velayo (SGV).

II. Virata’s power base during the pre-martial law years

Virata’s technical expertise and UP connections would pave his entry into government

service. He was invited by Rafael “Paeng” Salas, who was then UP Vice President under

UP President Carlos P. Romulo, to join the Transition Committee on Agriculture during

the transition period in December 1965 between President Diosdado Macapagal and

President-elect Marcos. Virata was also placed on the Finance Transition Committee,

which had to deal with the issue of whether or not to devalue the peso.5 He was invited by

Marcos to formally join the government in late February 1967.6 Virata believed that Salas,

who was Marcos’s Executive Secretary from 1966 to 1969, strongly influenced Marcos in

inviting technocrats and academics to work in government. Virata also observed that

Marcos was not intimidated by the technocrats because he was intelligent and not afraid to

liaise with experts.7 Thus, for Virata, Marcos’s personality had much to do with the entry

of technocrats into government. Furthermore, Marcos’s need for technocrats could very

well have been in line with Weber’s point that the growing size and complexity of the

modern economy and state required a more efficient bureaucratic administration

(Glassman 1997, 77). Virata proceeded to occupy key positions in government. He

became Presidential Economic Staff (PES) Deputy Director General for Investments in

1967, and by 1971 he was appointed as Secretary of Finance.8 These appointments

facilitated the task given to Virata to have an investments law passed that would attract

more investments in the economy.9 Such a situation highlights the need for the expansion

of capitalism in the industry through increasing state activity, with the technocracy

“opening up new avenues of accumulation . . . ” (Heffren 1985, 168).

What seemed to make Virata valuable to Marcos was, therefore, not only his technical

expertise but a shared vision of Philippine development driven by foreign capital. Both

Virata and Marcos agreed that foreign investment should spearhead the country’s export

development. Both also agreed that the countries to emulate were Taiwan and Korea and

that an export-led industrialization should replace the country’s import-substitution

policy, which in their view was hampering the development of the economy.10 Virata,

however, had to contend with other technocrats in government, such as Filemon
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Rodriguez, the Chair of the National Economic Council (NEC), who was a protectionist

favoring the development of Filipino-owned heavy industries when what was needed in

Virata’s view were export industries.11

There were two major technocracy factions in government reflecting the division

between the politico-economic elite families who were importers and exporters. This was

highlighted in the country’s two chambers of commerce, i.e., the Chamber of Commerce

of the Philippines (CCP) versus the Philippine Chamber of Industries (PCI).12 The former

was created by the old commercial classes, who were essentially importers, while the latter

was established by the owners and officers of the newer, largely import-substituting

industries. Many of the latter group also had links with or were themselves members of the

National Economic Protectionism Association (NEPA), which traces its roots to the

Commonwealth era as an organization that sought to protect and advance the interests of

local entrepreneurs. For Virata, these two chambers counteracted each other because the

CCP was for liberalizing imports and the PCI was for the protection of local industries.13

In reality, however, there were extensive family and ownership cross-linkages between

these two major groups of local capitalists.14

What helped Virata in “appeasing” these two chambers of commerce was the aid of the

PCI President, David Sycip, who introduced the idea of measured capacity. This scheme

meant that one has to determine the national market plus export needs to calculate

measured capacity. Thus, the Board of Investments (BOI) will not approve capacity in

excess of the so-called measured capacity.15 Virata thought that this would solve the

problem of having to deal with different families in the country wanting to invest in the

same industry. By agreeing to this policy, Virata also admitted that this went against the

principles of a free market economy. In fact, another technocrat colleague of Virata,

Gerardo Sicat, who later became the martial law administration’s chief economic planner,

opposed the policy of measured capacity.16

Virata, however, was able to get his way in pushing for economic policies that were not

popular among the politico-economic elites, and he saw that he could do this if he had the

unwavering support of the Philippine president. This was seen in the devaluation of the

peso. Although Marcos was hesitant at first to do this, he decided to approve the floating of

the exchange rate and the peso stabilized at PhP6.45 to US$1. Virata advised that the

floating of the exchange rate was good for the exporters, but very bad for the importers and

those who had debts in dollars. Virata believed that Marcos handled these very influential

people very well.17

Aside from the political leverage he held thanks to the support of key members of the

business community, another important political network for Virata were his allies in the

Philippine Congress, particularly those who belonged to Marcos’s Nacionalista Party.

These political allies made possible the passage of economic policies propagated by the

technocrats. This was seen in the passage of the Investment Incentives Act in 1967 and the

Export Incentives Act in 1968. The chief players then were Congressman Lorenzo

Sarmiento, who was the Chairman for Economic Affairs in the House of Representatives,

and Senator Jose W. Diokno, who was the Chairman of the Committee on Economic

Affairs in the Senate.18

III. The tenuousness of Virata’s power base during the martial law years

As a technocrat during the pre-martial law period, Virata seemed to be able to get what he

wanted, albeit at an incremental pace. This was made possible through the support of the

leadership and his congressional allies who were politically skilled in looking for ways and
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means of pushing for their economic reforms in the face of opposition by concerned

politico-economic elites. Virata was, therefore, caught by surprise when Marcos declared

martial law on 21 September 1972. He said that he was in the United States at that time

attending a World Bank meeting and he thought that Marcos simply wanted to extend his

term.19 Virata rationalized to himself that the declaration of martial law was no different

from what the Philippines’ neighbors, i.e., South Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, Thailand and

Malaysia, were experiencing whereby all of them had internal security laws.20 While Virata

initially did not consider the potential of the technocrats enjoying greater power under

martial rule, he conceded that Marcos’s extraordinary action gave them the opportunity to

clear their backlog in legislation and introduce essential reforms so that when martial law

was lifted, the economy and the country as a whole could develop faster.21

A. Virata’s base of power

Virata being kept out of the loop by the leadership concerning the planning of martial law

seemed to highlight the technocrats’ marginal role in the leadership’s bigger political

scheme. This seemed to be no problem to Virata and he noted that Marcos continued to

depend on him for economic and financial matters, particularly concerning trade

negotiations and representations in the World Bank and the IMF and Consultative Group

meetings.22 The Consultative Group consisted of donor countries, mainly from the

developed countries and international financial institutions (IFIs). Virata’s role was

heavily criticized by those who viewed the technocrats in general and Virata in particular

as being used by Marcos in alliance with the World Bank and the IMF to facilitate

economic policies which favored US capital. Those who held this view noted that the

declaration of martial law was no problem to the US as well as its IFIs because they saw

how the local technocracy was having a difficult time implementing policies favoring

foreign capital due to opposition coming especially from the nationalist economists and

policy-makers and the growing mass nationalist movement.

These critics noted how the martial law years facilitated and strengthened the ties of

the Filipino technocracy with the IMF and the World Bank, as epitomized by Virata’s

actions (Bello, Kinley, and Elinson 1982). Almost all the development and infrastructure

projects that Virata embarked on had assistance from these foreign governments as well as

from international lending agencies.23 Together with Armand Fabella, who was the

Executive Director of the Committee on Government Reorganization, Virata also

proceeded with the restructuring of the economic agencies as stipulated by Presidential

Decree No. 1. A key restructuring involved the creation of the National Economic

Development Authority (NEDA), which resulted from the fusion of the PES and the NEC,

the key agencies of the pre-martial technocrats.24 A major goal of NEDA was to develop

an efficient domestic manufacturing sector that would input into the export industries in

order to have better linkages and to minimize protectionism.25 This was to be facilitated by

the country’s participation in the 1974 Tokyo Round negotiations of the General

Agreement on Trade and Tariff (GATT)26 after Marcos amended the Tariff Code.27 Aside

from his shared economic vision with Marcos, Virata was also seen by the president as

non-“politically threatening” and this ensured his acceptability to the national leadership.

B. Marcos’s compartmentalization of the technocrats

During the martial law period, Virata’s main challenge came from politico-economic

factions within and outside the government which tried to intervene in the economic
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decision-making process, threatening to undercut Virata’s power base. Much of this had to

do with how Marcos compartmentalized the technocracy. This was done in the following

manner.

Virata’s technocracy clique

Virata’s economic decision-making was generally limited to his economic clique, which

consisted mainly of Gerardo Sicat as NEDA Director General; Jaime Laya as Minister of

Budget and later on Central Bank Governor; Vicente Paterno, Chair of the Board of

Investments; Manuel Alba Jr., Minister of Budget; Placido Mapa as Philippine Alternative

Executive Director on the World Bank Board and President of the Philippine National Bank;

and Armand Fabella Jr., Executive Director of the Committee on Government

Reorganization when martial law was declared. There were also differences among them.

For example, Sicat did not agree with Virata’s institution of different tax levels in the

Investment Incentives Act of 1967 to make it acceptable to the families who were involved

in import-substitution. Paterno, on the other hand, did not agree with Sicat’s policy of all-out

liberalization.28 But Virata felt that he simply had to overrule Sicat, and he got his way.29

The non-Virata technocrats

Virata, however, had no control over the other technocrats in government who were not part

of his clique and who had direct access to the president. An example was Roberto “Bobby”

Ongpin who became the Minister of Trade and Industry. Virata did not like Ongpin’s push

for an integrated steel mill-blast furnace with a two million ton capacity because of its huge

cost of US$2 billion. Virata thought this was unacceptable in the light of the country’s

severe balance of payments problems and the project’s long pay-off period. Virata also

believed that the country could not export some of the steel products from the projected

mill.30 These proposed heavy industrial projects were part of Association of Southeast

Asian Nation’s (ASEAN’s) 11 integrated industrial projects, which had the support of some

of the technocrats such as Ongpin. What stopped these projects was the refusal of the IMF

and the World Bank to provide financial support (Lichauco 1973, 60). Virata also had

differences with Geronimo Velasco, Marcos’s Minister of Energy. Virata did not agree

with Velasco’s large petrochemicals project, which was too capital-intensive. For Virata,

the country had no means to support this. He also pointed out that the Philippines could not

compete with countries like Iran or Saudi Arabia who had the necessary raw materials.31

The Marcos cronies

A third form of compartmentalization focused on industries outside of the control of

Virata’s Ministry32 of Finance. These major industries were the sugar and coconut

industries,33 which were also the top export dollar earners for the country, with Philippine

coconut exports controlling around 60% of world trade during that period. The coconut

and sugar industries were controlled by two of Marcos’s “chief cronies,” Eduardo

“Danding” Cojuangco and Roberto “Bobby” Benedicto, respectively. Although the

technocrats have never approved of the cronies’ practice of using their ties with the regime

to enrich themselves, they have more or less come to accept it because of a common

interest that initially brought them together. This was their concern to have the country’s

major export crops under the control and supervision of the state. Conflict of interest,

however, later ensued between these two parties on the question of whether or not export
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crops should become a center of state or private accumulation. The technocracy believed

in state-controlled accumulation while the cronies believed otherwise. Furthermore, the

technocracy feared that the cronies would use this source of private accumulation to

achieve their political ends (Hawes 1984, 263).

This certainly seemed to be the case in the coconut industry whereby Virata was kept

out of the coconut levy controversy which involved Cojuangco. The coconut levy was

imposed on the farmers and Virata said that when the price of coconuts went up, part of the

levy was used to subsidize the price of coconut oil that was used for filled milk, soap,

cooking oil and all coconut products for internal consumption. The Ministry of Finance

and the Budget Ministry did not record these as revenues and subsidies at the same time.

The levy was sent to a private coconut development fund. Thus, the coconut levy during

this period was not considered a public fund.34 Virata argued that this levy should have

been abolished because it only further depressed the already low price paid to farmers for

their copra and was not at all for the benefit of the coconut farmers. Moreover, he wanted

to put an end to the middle-man monopoly by crony-controlled and state-created bodies in

both the coconut and sugar industries. This was in compliance with the wishes of the

IMF/World Bank group (Bowring 1982, 8). In this situation, though, Virata together with

the IMF and the World Bank did not get his way since President Marcos, who initially

sided with Virata to have the levy abolished, later reversed his decision. At that time,

Virata offered his resignation, which Marcos refused (Bowring 1982, 8).

The First Lady, Mrs Imelda Marcos

A fourth form of compartmentalization was the clique of the First Lady, Mrs Imelda

Marcos, who had her own economic projects that were financed by government agencies

and which Virata had no control of. In fact, Virata affirmed that he refused a number of her

project requests that were not part of the regular budget, particularly those reflecting her

penchant for building imposing edifices.35 Virata, however, pointed out that Mrs Marcos

still managed to have her projects financed, including the Coconut Palace36 and renovation

of the Metropolitan Theater,37 and the Heart Center, Kidney Center and Lung Center

projects. Virata believed that financing for this came from Mrs Marcos’s close friend,

Roman Cruz Jr., of Philippine Airlines (PAL) and the Government Service Insurance

System (GSIS) as well as from the Social Security System (SSS).38 Virata explained that

eventually some of these buildings became government property. Thus, the loans for these

also had to be paid back by the government.39 Virata also did not agree with the concept of

the Ministry of Human Settlements, which Mrs. Marcos created and headed. He felt that

this would create two layers of government from an organizational viewpoint because

Human Settlements would require public works, finance, water works, education and

health. Virata asserted that this was already being done by the existing National Housing

Authority (NHA).40 Mrs Marcos also had her own technocrats, such as Ismael “Mel”

Mathay, Conrado “Jolly” Benitez and Eduardo Morato.41 Marcos’s compartmentalization

of the technocracy and other key players in the Philippine economy thus seems to

epitomize “some form of class struggle which technocrats experience when they are pitted

against professionals, technicians . . . ” (Tourraine 1971).

IV. The indispensability and dispensability of Virata

Despite these threats to his power base, Virata seemed to continue to have the upper hand

for as long as he had the support of the IMF and the World Bank, as the political leadership
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needed their financial assistance. This was seen in Virata’s appointment as prime minister

when Marcos moved to convene the Interim Batasan Pambansa (National Assembly) in

1978 to pave the way for a French model presidential-parliamentary system and the lifting

of martial law in 1981.42 Virata admitted being surprised by his appointment as prime

minister because he knew that members of the ruling party, Kilusang Bagong Lipunan

(Movement for a New Society), wanted Mrs Marcos to obtain this position. Virata’s rise to

prime minister could be attributed to pressures from the IMF and the World Bank for

Marcos to lift martial law and declare a New Republic in 1981 headed by a Cabinet

composed of World Bank-friendly technocrats led by Virata. The IMF and the World Bank

saw that the technocrats could not go on with their task of “cleaning up” the regime

without support from these two IFIs (Bello et al. 1982, 191). The IMF and the World Bank

also feared that crony monopoly of vital industries in the Philippines would ward off

present as well as potential foreign investors because of the absence of competition and

“free enterprise” (Bello et al. 1982, 191). Thus, by having a Cabinet headed by Virata and

other technocrats, the IMF and the World Bank believed that there would be stricter

control over the use of their funds for the country. Furthermore, these two IFIs believed

that by being in the Cabinet, the technocrats could prevent crony monopoly of industries in

the Philippines (Bello et al. 1982, 184).

A third reason given was that the poor economic performance of the country as well as

the political instability of the regime had made the Philippines a great credit risk for the

international banks. Virata’s close ties with the international banks made it possible for

him to acquire more loans for the country. The IMF and World Bank group also believed

that the reputation of the technocrats as honest and credible public officials would help

improve the image of the corrupt Marcos regime. There would thus be some semblance of

political stability in the country, which would allow the unhindered implementation of the

IMF and World Bank policies (Bello et al. 1982, 184). Virata, however, dismisses this

IMF/World Bank “conspiracy” analysis of why he became prime minister. He said,

however, that he was aware of being referred to as an “Amboy”, i.e., an “American boy.”43

A. The loss of IMF/World Bank support

Virata’s appointment as prime minister came at a time when the country was confronted

by the oil-induced 1981 economic crisis brought about by the Iran–Iraq war from 1979 to

1980. Oil prices spiked from US$19 per barrel to US$30 per barrel. Because of the

negative impact of this on the country, Marcos needed Virata to access more foreign loans

to save the economy. During this period, Virata also pointed out the difficulty in getting

loans for the country. By November 1982 he began talking to the country’s creditors,

requesting the country’s credit lines not to be cut off. He had to deal with 458 banks and

each one of them suddenly had their reasons for not extending assistance to the

Philippines.44 He also had difficulty in meeting with World Bank officials to plead his case

for the country. When he tried to do so, he was told by the Bank that they could not field

any personnel to talk to him and his team at that time, and the only window they could give

to the Philippines was after the World Bank meeting. The date selected was 17 October

1983.45 The economic crisis precipitated the default of Mexico in August 1982, followed

by Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Ecuador and then the Philippines in October 1983.46 Virata

said the country got a respite when it was lent US$60 million. There was, however, very

strict control over foreign exchange utilization.47

The IMF and World Bank support for Virata was further debased with the growing

anti-dictatorship movement fueled by the assassination of Marcos’s chief opposition
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leader, ex-Senator Benigno “Ninoy” Aquino Jr., on 21 August 1983. Because of the

growing political instability, Virata felt that he would no longer be effective in getting

loans for the country and thus he tried to convince Marcos to replace him. But the

president did not agree and told Virata that he had to continue.48 Virata saw that the

assassination of Aquino not only intensified the country’s political instability but also

heightened the US position in starting to portray Marcos as losing control over the crisis.

Virata noted that local and international bankers panicked and stopped their short-term

lending and recalled their loans from the country, causing the rapid downfall of more

enterprises, the majority of which were owned by the Marcos cronies (Rocamora 1982,

21). This led Marcos to call for “snap elections” to get a fresh mandate. Virata did not

agree with such a decision as he believed that Marcos had a fixed term as president.49

B. The loss of the business community as a Virata power base

The 1981 economic crisis also eroded an important power base of Virata and the

technocrats in general – the business community. Like the IMF and the World Bank, the

business community viewed the technocrats as the bulwark against corruption and crony

capitalism. But the 1981 economic crisis brought out their differences with Virata’s

analysis of the causes of the crisis. The business community, in particular, did not agree

with Virata’s reasons for the country’s economic downturn, which he blamed on three

factors: negative balance of payments, accumulating debts and low returns of capital. They

believed that the Philippines’ economic mess was largely due to regime intervention under

the tutelage of the local technocracy. For the business community, government

intervention, for example, with prices, as manifested in the maintenance of an overvalued

currency, tariff structuring and the imposition of various export taxes and quotas and price

controls, proved detrimental to the agricultural sector. They further pointed out that such

interventions discouraged, for example, production which resulted in the decline of

agricultural exports from 73% in the 1970s to nearly 49% in 1980 (Galang 1985, 46).

During this period, Virata said that members of the business community, such as Cesar

Buenaventura of Shell Philippines and Jaime Ongpin50 of Benguet Mining Corporation,

were pressuring him to resign to bring about the downfall of Marcos.51 Virata did not agree

that the major issues to be addressed were corruption and the government’s economic

policies and felt that these business leaders just wanted Marcos out. However, Virata

believed that Marcos had overstayed his term and had been president too long.52 Virata’s

perspective seems to exhibit the technocratic traits associated with the NMC, whose

members hardly show any signs of being “rebellious” (Glassman 1997, 310–11). Virata’s

stance highlighted two basic fundamental differences he had with the Philippine business

community, which led to the loss of this crucial base of support for him in particular and

for the technocracy in general.

C. The loss of the political leadership’s support

The crucial factor that sealed Virata’s fate was the loss of support of President Marcos.

Virata saw that the chain of events leading to this loss of support was fueled by Marcos’s

weakening political power brought about by his failing health. This led Marcos to be more

dependent on the First Lady and her clique to run the affairs of government.53 Virata also

believed that the confluence of these two factors further disabled the president from

effectively resolving the power struggle going on in the military between Armed Forces

Chief of Staff General Fabian Ver and Minister of Defense Juan Ponce Enrile.
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In the face of the extremely volatile political situation after the “snap elections,” Virata

resigned as Minister of Finance on 16 February 1986 after Marcos was confirmed by the

Batasan Pambansa to have won the disputed election. However, Virata did not resign as

prime minister because he said he was elected to this position by the people and resigning

would have meant a dereliction of his duty. Virata eventually learned later that Marcos

offered the prime ministership to Juan Ponce Enrile54 to abort the military mutiny but

Enrile refused the offer. On 26 February 1986, Virata also resigned as prime minister

although the president told him not to announce it.55

D. The absence of a political mass base

Without the support of the political leadership and the IMF/World Bank, the technocrats

were devoid of any form of political leverage as they did not have any political mass base.

This was unlike, for example, the experience of Indonesian President Suharto’s technocrat,

B.J. Habibie, who “profited largely from the centrality of power that Suharto possessed for

over three decades” and “his technocratic influence was felt across the technological,

economic and industrial sector” (Amir 2007, 84). But more importantly, Habibie “moved

into politics, a terrain which he once considered taboo” (Amir 2007, 95). His political

career started in 1992 and he came to assume many political roles, the most important of

which was his connection to the Muslim modernist group that gave birth to political Islam.

Political Islam is “a long struggle of Muslim modernists to establish an Islam-based state

ideology” (Amir 2007, 95). This gave Habibie an important political mass bass to sustain

his political leverage when he succeeded Suharto as president.

The experience of the technocrats in Pinochet’s Chile provides another example of

how technocrats come to have their own political power through the establishment of a

political mass base. The Chilean technocrats, known as the “Chicago boys” led by Sergio

de Castro and the “Gremialists” under the leadership of Jaime Guzman, worked together

and shared a long-term power strategy that was basically defined by the “Gremialists.”

They integrated their economic policies “with a political project articulated by young men

belonging to the same political movement.” Furthermore, their “cohesion was driven

principally by politics, and to a lesser degree by economics” (Huneeus 2000, 461).

Virata was devoid of the political acumen of Habibie or of the “Chicago boys” and the

“Gremialists.” As he pointed out, Marcos compartmentalized the political and economic

agenda of the government and Virata was limited to the latter. Virata said that he had no

hand in the implementation of martial rule as this was under the Secretary of Defense, Juan

Ponce Enrile, and the Office of the President.56 His major task, in which Marcos gave him

a free hand, was to supervise and/or coordinate with the government’s financial

institutions such as the Central Bank, the Budget Commission and other agencies needed

for budgetary, fiscal and monetary matters. Even as prime minister, Virata pointed out that

his political power was mainly overseeing the administrative and procedural process of

government.57

The isolation of Virata in particular and his technocratic faction in general from the

rest of society was heightened when crucial segments of the business community and the

Catholic Church hierarchy withdrew their support from the Marcos regime and joined

the anti-dictatorship movement, which was initially fueled by the mainstream left

movement. Within this broad anti-dictatorship movement, the labor and peasant sectors

took the lead in accusing Marcos in general and the technocracy in particular of justifying

an apolitical and pro-business atmosphere. This gave the martial law administration a

“legitimate” excuse to pursue repressive labor policies and wage a military campaign
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against peasant unrest and insurgency in the countryside. Joint ventures between state

corporations headed by the technocracy with multinational corporations also produced

severe socio-economic consequences for local communities of small farmers, fishermen

and the urban poor as well as tribal communities, leading to their displacement to give way

to export processing zones, a copper sintering plant and export-crop plantations (Stauffer

1974, 173).

V. Conclusion

The evolution of Cesar E.A. Virata into the country’s “chief technocrat” had auspicious

beginnings. This may be attributed to several factors. His family background enabled him

to go to the elite University of the Philippines, which then became a stepping stone to

pursue higher education abroad, particularly in the United States. Early on in his career,

Virata was tapped by the business community for his technocratic expertise honed by his

advanced studies in the United States. On the other hand, his UP network facilitated his

recruitment into the Marcos government.

During the pre-martial law period, the following factors contributed further to

enhancing his emergence as the country’s “chief technocrat.” First, Virata had a

development agenda shared by Marcos which relied on a strategy driven by foreign

investments and the shift from an import-substitution policy to an export-oriented

economy. A second factor was that Marcos had allies in Congress who also shared Virata’s

development agenda, including Senator Jose W. Diokno, who together with Congressman

Lorenzo Sarmiento helped facilitate the passage of the Investment Incentives Act and the

Export Incentives Act among others.

In this process, Marcos, his congressional allies and Virata exhibited “political

sensitivity” to the opposition to their economic policies, mainly the nationalist economists

and powerful families who feared competition from foreign companies in their respective

local industries. A third factor was the strong political leadership Marcos had in

convincing the politico-economic elites to adopt preferred government economic policies,

such as the devaluation of the peso, even if it went against their immediate interests.

The martial law period, however, brought about changes in the dynamics in the

economic policy-making process. Virata no longer had to deal with the abolished

Congress, which made for faster policy-making. This time, however, he had to deal with

powerful factions in government whose interests and priorities did not necessarily

coincide with those of Virata and his like-minded group of technocrats. Such differences

were shown in the different priorities of other technocrats such as Roberto Ongpin and

Geronimo Velasco, who had their own direct lines to the president. A particularly

powerful faction was made up of Marcos’s “chief cronies,” Eduardo Cojuangco Jr. and

Roberto S. Benedicto, who controlled the most lucrative export industries in the country,

i.e., the coconut and sugar industries respectively. A third faction cohered around the First

Lady, Mrs Imelda Marcos, whose extravagant projects Virata did not generally agree with.

The strength of Virata as a technocrat during this period lay in his being Marcos’s point

person in accessing loans from the IMF and the World Bank. These two institutions fully

supported Virata’s efforts to liberalize the economy as opposed to those who were against

them, as led by the Marcos cronies. Furthermore, the IMF and the World Bank saw Virata

as a bulwark against the growing massive corruption in the Marcos government. This led

to the view that Virata’s emergence as the country’s prime minister, the highest position a

technocrat has ever held in government, was in fact primarily due to the support of these

two powerful international institutions.
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Virata believed that the factors that led to Marcos’s downfall and consequently his own

position in government may be summed up by the following. Firstly, there was Marcos’s

failing health which prevented him from running the government effectively, thereby

heightening the in-fighting between the two dominant political factions in government,

i.e., Mrs Marcos and General Ver on one side and the group identified with Secretary of

Defense Enrile on the other side. Virata did not draw any form of political leverage from

any of these two factions. Secondly, external conditions brought about the economic crisis

in the country, further fueling political instability which was exacerbated by the

assassination of chief opposition leader ex-Senator Benigno Aquino Jr. And lastly, the US

finally let go of its support for Marcos when they found an acceptable leader to take his

place in the person of Corazon C. Aquino.

For others, however, there were also factors that further contributed to the downfall of

the technocracy, including the following. First was the failure of the technocrats to

improve the economy. Second was the failure of the technocrats to curb corruption in

government, with some even seeing them as being part of the corruption problem. And last

was their failure to see the gravity of the political repression of the Marcos government,

such as the gross violations of human rights.

A fatal weakness of Virata’s rise to political prominence was his lack of or inability to

develop any mass base, and his complete reliance on Marcos. When the leadership was

weakened and disabled in the face of the massive economic and political crisis that hit the

regime, Virata was brought down with it. Thus, even if Virata had the support of the IMF

and the World Bank, he himself proved dispensable when the US pulled out its support for

his chief patron, Marcos. Viewed as a major strength and virtue of being a technocrat,

being “apolitical” eventually proved to be Virata’s Achilles heel in the turbulent arena of

Philippine realpolitik.
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