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Calamities, Corruption and Complicity:
Critical Consciousness and Community

Oh, what a tangled web we weave,
When first we practise to deceive!
— Sir Walter Scott.’

The perennially worsening floods accompanying natural calamities have brought untold
suffering and misery on millions of people, highlighting the role of uncontrolled corruption
as the underlying cause. The images of students and workers wading in filthy floodwaters as
strong currents rampage, mud and debris destroying produce and property, contrast starkly
with photos and videos of crooked legislators and crony contractors, as well as their friends and
families, comfortably and callously splurging their ill-gotten wealth on pleasures untold in places
unknown. Indeed, “We are witnessing the greatest corruption scandal in our scandal-prone
history."

The English word corruption comes from the Middle English corrupcioun, (of material things,
especially dead bodies, “act of becoming putrid, dissolution, decay;" also of the soul, morals, etc,,
“spiritual contamination, depravity, wickedness,”) derived from the Latin corruptus, which means
“to destroy, spoil,” figuratively “corrupt, seduce, bribe,’ from the intensive prefix com - (meaning
“with" or “together”) and rup, past participle of rumpere (meaning “to break”).2 Thus, the word’s
etymology literally means “to break with” or “to break together”

One cannot be corrupt alone, for corruption entails complicity—"the state of being an
accomplice, partnership in wrongdoing or an objectionable act,” from the Old French complice
“accomplice, comrade, companion,” Late Latin complicem, accusative of complex “partner,
confederate,” from the Latin complicare “to fold together,’ from com “with, together” + plicare
“"to fold, to weave!® The scale of complicity is mind-boggling, involving multiple levels of
engagement, in diverse branches of governance, and trillions of pesos. Accusations and
counter-accusations, exposés and allegations, inquiries and investigations, evolve by the hour,
with no one (senators, congressmen, cabinet secretaries, who else?) seemingly immune from
involvement. And yet they (may) all go scot-free; or will they?
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The toll on health and well-being is enormous, as disease and
displacement are direct consequences of the calamities whose effects
are compounded by complicit corruption. As health-care providers, we
may participate in rescue and relief operations, rendering whatever
aid we can, wherever we may do so. But such a response is at best
superficial and temporary, akin to participation in annual international
coastal cleanup days,® as the rubbish we pick up from the shore over
a few hours is immediately replaced by more trash after we leave. Is
publishing photo documentation of such activities any different from
posting photos in social media of our participation in rallies such as the
“Baha sa Luneta™® or “Trillion Peso March?"

Can such activities really play a role in addressing the situation?
Did the EDSA People Power uprising 39 years ago® make a difference,
and if so, what difference did it make? | believe that like the EDSA
People Power uprising in 1986, the Baha sa Luneta and Trillion Peso
rallies in 2025, with a bigger rally set for the 162nd birth anniversary of
Filipino hero Gat Andres Bonifacio on November 30,° can serve to raise
communal critical consciousness. Critical consciousness, a term coined
by the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, “refers to learning to perceive
social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action
against the oppressive elements of reality.""® However, after 55 years,
“divergent” and “inconsistent” views of critical consciousness still need
to be resolved to attain “conceptual clarity” and regain “transformative
potential."!
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According to Jemal, “transformative potential (TP), a theoretical
framework informed by and developed in response to the theoretical
limitations of Freres critical consciousness pedagogy, is defined as
levels of consciousness and action that produce potential for change
at one or more socio-ecosystemic (e.g., individual, institutional)
levels? Just as critical consciousness has two dimensions—critical
reflection or critical analysis, and critical action or social action, Jamal
continues, “transformative potential (TP) comprises two dimensions:
transformative consciousness (TC) and transformative action (TA),
where “critical consciousness and critical action are the highest levels
for each dimension and produce the most transformative potential.™

Critical reflection and action entail collective reflection and action.
Just as corruption entails complicity, so must our critical reflection
and action in response be collective and communal. Conscientizagédo
(critical consciousness-raising; conscientization) and Praxis, the cyclical
or simultaneous process of reflecting and acting, must be engaged
in collectively by the community. Co-learning, communication, and
group process are essential elements of consciousness-raising for true
transformative action to take place.”

We, the people, are the community who need to collectively
engage in critical reflection and action against the complicit corruption
that brazenly continues unchecked. To paraphrase Kiing, “we must be
informed of what transpired, so that being inspired, we can transform”?
—our lives, our nation, and the abominable corrupt situation.
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