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Lost in Transition:  The Lessons of Southeast Asia for the Middle East and North Africa 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Political transitions are always messy affairs.  When regimes change and a new leadership comes to 
power, large-scale shifts in expectations occur.  Almost always, the expectations outpace the ability of the 
new regimes to meet them.  And almost always, when these expectations are dashed, another transition 
occurs, perhaps with more chaos, volatility, and even violence.  Where regimes endure in spite of or 
because of popular demand for change, a political reconfiguration follows suit, whether through changes 
in policy, or through institutional redesign.  Constitutions are (re)written, bureaucracies revamped, state 
institutions overhauled, opposition groups (re)emerge, new political groups and actors enter the scene, 
old ones redefine their roles vis-à-vis the new regime in a bid for political survival, or exit the stage 
altogether.  Regimes that survive popular upheavals readjust their strategies, hoping to prevent regime-
wide changes.  Despite these efforts, however, transitions do still occur, sometimes towards the direction 
of more political repression to stymie the efforts and aspirations of the population, or towards a gradual 
liberalization of the political space to manage and control the pace and outcome of change.    
 
Transitions are “critical junctures . . . major watersheds in political life that establish certain directions of 
change and foreclose others in a way that shapes politics for years to come.”1  They are critical because 
of the void left in the aftermath of regime collapse, and therefore has to be filled immediately with new 
or surviving political actors.  Or, threatened with collapse, struggling regimes have to respond quickly to 
the impending crisis and thus avert the polarization of forces that could lead to civil war.  Where civil war 
has erupted, the transition has become protractedly slow and painful, causing massive dislocations and 
human suffering while political forces engage in a battle to dismember the old regime and redraw the 
lines of the yet-to-be-formed nation-state(s).  It is during these critical moments of transition that politics 
are reborn and powerful stakeholders compete for control of the political space.2   For purposes of this 
book, political transitions are defined as “period(s) of significant change which typically occurs in different 
countries (or in other units of analysis) . . . to produce distinct legacies.”  These legacies are a result of a 
crisis or cleavages that have accumulated and become apparent from “antecedent conditions”3 that have 
been festering over long periods of time but have lain unrecognized and unattended to.  At the moment 
when crisis erupts and these prior conditions are exposed, the transition occurs as an inevitable process.  
 
The Southeast Asian region in the decade of the 80s and 90s was a certainly far cry from the Arab world 
in 2011.   Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar, the Philippines, and Thailand experienced their critical 
moments of transition but with very different outcomes.  Indonesia and the Philippines are today 
functioning (though flawed) liberal democracies.  Myanmar continues an admittedly shaky path towards 
democratic reform while Thailand has had a major relapse with a return to authoritarianism and ended 
nearly two decades of democracy when two military coups in September 2006 and May 2014 deposed 
two duly elected heads of state.  Cambodia remains democratic since the UN-supervised elections in 1993, 
but its current trend leaves much anxiety as it slips and slides towards authoritarianism.  Malaysia and 
Singapore are exceptional cases.  Their critical junctures occurred in the mid-60s when strong state 
institutions were created in the aftermath of Singapore’s separation from the Malayan Federation.   
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Singapore has been variously referred to as an “illiberal democracy,” an “administrative state,” or a 
“networked autocracy” whose socio-economic performance has yet to be matched by any other country 
in the region.  In studying transition processes and outcomes, Singapore remains an illustrative case of 
success notwithstanding that its status as an authoritarian regime departs from the normative ideal of 
transition to liberal democracy.  The Malaysian state is still dominated by a single party which ruled 
Malaysia since independence in 1957.  As of this writing, the country is embroiled in a leadership crisis as 
civil society organizations have been clamoring for the ouster of Prime Minister Najib Razak over 
allegations of corruption.  Whether these mobilizations will result in regime change and usher a transition 
period for Malaysia remains to be seen. 
 
In contrast, the countries gripped by the Arab Spring fever in 2011 find themselves in the midst of chaotic 
and uncontrollable transitions. The ouster of Mohammed Morsi in July 2013 signaled a worrisome return 
to military-backed rule. The proliferation of private militias in Libya indicates the absence of institutions 
upon which effective governance rests. Civil strife in Syria shows no signs of abatement as the country 
heads towards dismemberment. Yemen is a mess, as the inter-regional rivalry between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran somewhat mirrors the Syrian situation in which polarizing forces threaten to rip the 
country apart.   Ethnic and sectarian violence in Iraq has produced the rise of jihadism in the form 
of the Islamic State that controls a swath of Iraq and Syria, threatens the stability of other countries 
in the region and has sparked renewed foreign intervention.  The protests in Beirut, Iraq and Egypt 
in August 2015 have centered around issues of corruption and the demand for better social 
services, inaugurating a possibly new era of mobilization focused exclusively on domestic rather 
than on sectarian concerns.   
 
Why the stark differences between and among countries in these two regions?  How did countries like 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines achieve social and political stability after decades of 
internal strife, whereas Thailand and Egypt reverted to authoritarian rule after brief democratic 
interludes?  Why did Tunisia succeed in their transition whereas most Arab countries gripped by the Arab 
Spring fever did not?  These questions underlie this research project and investigate the broad theme 
“global transitions” that has been the subject of much interest in the academe, as well as in policy-making 
circles.  Throughout the book, political transition remains the overriding unifying theme across both 
regions despite their inter- and intra-regional differences.  To account for these differences, this study 
proposes three major factors: 
 
  an early tradition of civil society organizations in a number of Asian countries notably Malaysia, 

M y a n m a r ,  Philippines, and Indonesia whose resurgence at critical junctures provided a social 
base for developing and sustaining broad coalitions of opposition groups.  In contrast, the capacity 
of authoritarian governments in the MENA region to adjust their autocracies as well as t o  regulate 
and control the environment in which civil society operates resulted in a constriction of political 
space for CSOs; 

  the lack of a reform-minded faction in the Thai and Middle East/North African militaries whose 
narrowly-based allegiances, either to regimes or to particular social groups prevented the formation 
of anti-regime coalition forces.  In Southeast Asia, particularly the Philippines and Indonesia, 
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segments of the military defected from the regime and aligned themselves openly with pro-
democracy opposition forces; 

  differences in economic and social policies that affirm the co-equal status of ethnic groups as in 
Malaysia and Singapore, and potentially in Myanmar, and a successful peace framework in the 
Philippines between the Christian north and the Muslim south.  In contrast, countries of the MENA 
region are riveted by ethnic and sectarian cleavages that have become evident in the distribution of 
public and private goods, giving rise to deep-seated discontent and hostility.   

 
The comparative perspective between two regions is significant insofar as cross-regional comparisons 
have been conspicuously absent in the literature. There are more recent attempts to do cross-national 
and cross-regional comparisons, yet these have been focused elsewhere.4   State-society relations in 
Southeast Asia and the MENA region have not been comparatively studied, but these constitute a fertile 
area of scholarly interest given the recent experience of political change.  Mindful of the diversity and 
differences among countries in both regions, the goal of this study is to highlight regional comparisons 
that could potentially pave the way for future detailed investigations and chart new territories for 
research along specific dimensions.  This may include comparative colonial experiences; contrasting 
development processes and outcomes; (im)balance of social forces such as the military, the middle 
classes, ethnic groups, regional powers, and religious agents/actors versus secular ones.   No doubt, this 
study will be beneficial for scholars, researchers, and educators who wish to employ a comparative 
perspective for their academic work, rather than focusing on singular units of analysis.    
 
Civil Society in Southeast Asia and the MENA Region 

 
Well before the Arab Spring, a number of Southeast Asian countries, notably Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Myanmar, and Thailand (until 2006) experienced their own political upheavals.  In all of them, grievances 
were channeled via organized efforts of civil society organizations.   In countries that have narrower 
opportunities for public redress, citizens have cleverly maneuvered within tightly controlled spaces mainly 
through electoral contests or through benign social causes that do not directly challenge entrenched 
authority.    For those countries who have succeeded, they redirected the course of political life, and a 
qualitative shift has occurred, as the Philippine, Malaysian, and Indonesian cases exemplify.  In all of these 
countries thus far, political strife has not resulted in civil wars.  This is perhaps the singular feature that 
distinguishes protest action in Southeast Asia from the Middle East.   The growth of civil society and social 
movements nurtured over the past twenty decades signifies a much wider “political opportunity 
structure” than most countries in the MENA region.  Even in Myanmar which has been ruled for five 
decades by an oppressive military regime, an underground network of students, professionals, and 
businessmen conducted “reading groups” and “study groups” that served as occasions for political 
education and dialogue.  Buddhist organizations at the community level facilitated the connections 
between activists and the sangha, “a monastic community of ordained monks and novices,” through 
regular Buddhist preaching.  In many countries, an early tradition of parliamentary democracy and 
association life was bequeathed by the colonial regimes.  Despite the imperfections of these associations, 
civic life has been part of the social fabric in many countries in Southeast Asia. 
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In contrast, civil society formation in the MENA region remains problematic.  Populist authoritarian states 
up until the Arab Spring in 2011 have been the norm in the MENA region.  The massive oil wealth, 
particularly of the Gulf countries, provided the engine for state-sponsored welfare schemes, and this 
largesse has kept their populations relatively quiescent with the free provision of public services and 
utilities.  The “generous distribution of buy-outs,” according to Eva Bellin resulted in effective cooptation 
of the citizenry.5  Further, Asef Bayat advances an argument for the fragmented, leaderless, ideology-free 
activities of ordinary people engaged in daily struggles that “refigure new life and communities for 
themselves . . . not through formal institutional channels, from which they are largely excluded, but 
through direct actions in the very zones of exclusion.”   He uses the term “non-social movements” and 
“uncivil society” to differentiate these “spontaneous communities” who are engaged in “fleeting 
moments of mundane but nevertheless contentious action” from the well-resourced, idea-driven 
collective endeavors.  Also, the “invasion” of NGOs on the landscape of countries like Palestine has 
produced what Jad terms excessive “NGO-isation” and which created a professional culture among global 
elites divorced from the social and political contexts of their work.  But Kamrava remains hopeful 
regarding the particular events in Iran.  A “quiet revolution” is taking place among Iranian intellectuals 
who are fashioning a new discourse that indigenizes the concept of civil society, rooted in tradition but 
embraces modernity, and is religious even while it promotes secularism.  Finally, there is Tunisia, the 
bright light in the region and the role of civil society to continually insert itself into the fabric of Tunisian 
society, and to claim spaces for dialogue even in the midst of sectarian challenges.  Despite these 
contrasts, the chapter argues that civil society in the MENA region will widen spaces even more, even in 
the face of seemingly intractable conflicts.   
 
In both regions, the role of civil society is highly varied, and there is no clear-cut recipe regarding its role 
in transition, particularly democratic ones.  However, that civil society is an indispensable force in political 
transitions regarding of outcomes is an assertion that is maintained throughout the book.   
 
The Military:  Reformists in Southeast Asia, Tribalists in the MENA 
In Southeast Asia the role of the military in political transition has been prominent, particularly in the 
Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand and Myanmar.  Reformist wings in the military in both the Philippines and 
Indonesia, in coalition with civil society and the business sector, have been instrumental in the breakdown 
of authoritarian regimes.  Some literature would even suggest that the military is a “modernizing force” 
and is particularly crucial during transition periods.  Thailand, on the other hand, provides a counterpoint 
to this argument, given two military coups in the eight years while Myanmar’s transition is still very 
tenuous.  Various observers contend that despite political liberalization in Myanmar, ushered by the 
elections of 2012 and the by-elections of April 2012, the military still remains a significant political force 
that needs to be reckoned with.  A comparative study on the militaries of the Philippines and Indonesia 
reveal similarities in the regimes of Marcos and Suharto --- both of which were characterized as 
“sultanistic” with exclusivist enclaves of cronies that included a narrow coalition of military supporters.    

 
In contrast, autocratic rulers in the MENA region were able to employ brutal force in attempts to crush 
revolts because rather than sidelining the military, they had ensured that key units were commanded by 
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members of the ruling family, tribe or sect. This gave those well-trained and well-armed units a vested 
interest in maintaining the status quo and effectively neutralized the risk and/or fallout of potential 
defections in times of crisis. It also cemented the family, tribe or sect’s grip on power.   
 
A continuing question throughout this paper is the reform of civil-military relations in countries 
undergoing political transition, particularly the issue of depoliticizing the military and subjecting it to 
civilian oversight.   This remains one of the critical issues in political transitions that spell the difference 
between lingering and resurgent authoritarianism as exemplified by Thailand and Egypt.  Myanmar’s path 
towards democracy is likewise littered with the same pitfalls and could endanger its democratic transition.   
 
Inter-Ethnic Tensions and Relations.   The Middle East is embroiled in a very intense cross-border 
sectarian war.  These conflicts are fuelled by regional superpower rivalry, particularly Saudi Arabia and 
Iran, both countries exerting influence within countries that have sharp divisions between Sunnis and 
Shias.  The current instability in Iraq and Syria is threatening to spill into other countries, particularly 
Lebanon and Jordan.  All these countries are drawn into the vortex of conflict on the basis of the religious 
affiliation among their populations.  Similarly, Myanmar’s conflict between the Muslim Rohingyas and the 
Rakhine Buddhists seems to mirror the sectarian violence in the Middle East and remains the country’s 
most formidable challenge during Myanmar’s political transition.   Thailand’s problem with the Muslims 
in the south also remains unresolved. 
 
In contrast, other Southeast Asian countries, notably Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines, 
continue to manage their relations with relative success with ethnic groups despite their diversity.  The 
key to understanding this relative success is in the economic policy pursued by these countries, to ensure 
relative equity among the different ethnic groups. Malaysia’s New Economic Policy is a pro-Malay 
affirmative action policy that resulted in the emergence of an economically-empowered Malay middle 
class without disturbing the economic fortunes built over decades by the Chinese.  Similarly, Singapore 
has enshrined racial harmony in the city-state through equal access to social services such as housing, 
health, and education regardless of ethnic background.  The recent peace agreement with the southern 
Muslims in the Philippines promises a resolution to the decades-old conflict in the country.  The crafting 
of a resource-sharing agreement will bring economic benefits to the Muslim south, and bring them into 
the fold of market activities.  Indonesia forged a peace agreement with the Aceh separatist movement 
through a framework of sharing oil revenues.  Finally, Myanmar has been relatively successful in forging 
peace agreements with the various ethnic groups (minus the Muslim Rohingyas) with whom it had been 
in conflict for many years.  A closer investigation of the peace agreements reveals a proposed framework 
of wealth-sharing between the dominant Burmese majority and the different ethnic groups who inhabit 
the resource-rich “ethnic zones.”    
 
Unless countries resolve their identity challenges, political transition will remain difficult if not impossible.  
It also analyses these conflicts against the background of economic development, particularly the 
economic policies that have been detrimental (or beneficial) to promoting or inhibiting co-equal status 
among different ethnic groups.   Contrasting economic policies between the two regions may provide a 



Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 173, 2016 6                            
  
 

clue to enduring conflicts among and between ethnic groups, as well as provide possible directions 
towards resolving seemingly intractable conflicts.   
 
Transition(ing) to What?  
 
The title of this paper is deliberate. Transition processes are ongoing in both Southeast Asia and the 
Middle East and North Africa. The process is not linear, and the outcomes are not inevitable. The historical 
record in both regions so far demonstrates that democratization is not a foregone conclusion. Some 
countries that have experienced political upheavals aimed at ousting authoritarian regimes and replacing 
them with democratic ones have gotten stuck in what Thomas Carothers termed a “political gray zone” in 
a famous essay that challenged the “transitology” paradigm. It provoked a re-think on the directions and 
outcomes of transition processes across the globe.  More specifically, Carothers centered his critique on 
the underlying assumptions of the transition paradigm, which he said have “crashed.”   To wit, here is a 
summary:   i) transitional countries are exhibiting features of “feckless pluralism and dominant power 
politics” rather than genuine political groups engaged in alternation of power;  ii) the assumed sequence 
of stages in the democratic transition has been debunked by historical experience;  rather, what has 
occurred is a backward and sideways process with no regularity;  iii) regular elections that supposedly will 
deepen legitimacy and accountability have become exercises in promoting patronage politics, while 
political parties are highly personalistic, transient, and incapable of mobilizing collective sentiment;  iv)  
the “no preconditions for democracy” view is challenged by the reality of structural factors such as 
economic development and past experience with political pluralism;  and v)  state-building remains a 
crucial challenge in transitional countries  transitologists underestimated.  The creation of democratic 
institutions proved more difficult in the face of weak states which in turn led to its capture by powerful 
interest groups, thus defying genuine and substantive democracy.6 
 
Thus, some countries experience an authoritarian resurgence, others are, quite simply, “lost.” It remains 
unclear in what direction Middle Eastern and North African countries or, for that matter, Myanmar will 
move. This book seeks to illuminate what is essentially a messy process that may or may not produce 
democracy. Transition to democracy, however, will be a very complex and perilous process, not to 
mention a long-term goal for many Arab countries.  Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore have the 
essential building blocks for a democracy, particularly their citizens’ desire to participate in and construct 
more open and responsive political systems.  Whether these ingredients produce a liberal democracy or 
a version of it remains an open question. 
 
Southeast Asia and the Middle East and North Africa can learn from each other’s transition efforts and 
processes. Comparisons are both instructive and potentially fraught with simplicity and insensitivity to 
differing historical, social, political and economic contexts.  Moreover, transitions in Southeast Asia, the 
Middle East and North Africa remain works in progress. In line with the fathers of the transitology 
paradigm, Philippe Schmitter and Guillermo O’Donnell, transitions are essentially fraught with 
uncertainty, which means that conclusions are inherently tentative.7 Well-intentioned leadership and 
skillfully-designed policies that could produce a “transitional roadmap” are sine qua non to attempts to 
reduce tension.8  
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Caution and Consideration:  Lessons from Southeast Asia 
 
During periods of authoritarian rule, citizens retreat into their private space, and while they may engage 
in discussions regarding public life and the quality of governance, these remain confined, far removed, 
random, and disconnected.  A breakthrough occurs when the disconnection ceases and citizens are pulled 
back into the public sphere to transform it into an arena of dialogue, engagement, contention and contest.  
The reawakening and the expansion of the public domain signals the beginning of a transition process. 
Having been pulled back into an invigorated public space, a retreat is unlikely even with the application of 
utmost brutality.  Once set in motion, a transition process is difficult if not impossible to reverse.   
 
Events that inaugurate a breakthrough are varied:  an economic crisis; an assassination of a significant 
public figure; a natural disaster of tremendous proportions that reveal state incapacity; death or failing 
health of an incumbent; a symbolic event with widespread resonance; inspiration from similar events 
elsewhere. In the Philippines, the assassination of opposition senator Benigno Aquino upon his arrival 
from exile in 1983 reawakened dormant civil society and social movements, and galvanized collective 
action among the previously uninvolved middle classes.  The people power uprising of 1986 inspired other 
countries in the region such as South Korea, Taiwan and Myanmar, to pry open their political systems. In 
Indonesia, the 1998 financial crisis sparked widespread protests that toppled the Suharto regime, while a 
similar economic crisis in Myanmar in 1988 and 2007 spurred monks, students, and professionals to 
protest against the military regime.  Cyclone Nargis in 2008 also sparked a liberalization process in 
Myanmar and ushered in a period of ongoing political and economic reform. The self-immolation of a fruit 
vendor in Tunisia, Tarek al-Tayeb Mohammed Bouazizi, in December 2010 reverberated throughout the 
Arab world, sparking protests in which scores of once apathetic citizens marched to public spaces to 
protest against authoritarian rule. The symbolic import of this singular act continues to transform an 
entire region in a direction that remains uncertain.  Yet, it is beyond doubt that amidst the turmoil and 
confusion brought about by transitions in the Arab world, populations are meeting the challenge head on 
in a bid to transform themselves from mere subjects into citizens. The different trajectories in the Arab 
world suggest that a new social contract is being forged that includes citizens as active participants.   
 
One primary lesson from this comparative study is that civil society is indispensable in building the 
necessary “political constituency for democracy.”9 The Philippine, Indonesian and Myanmar cases 
demonstrate the success of civil society organizations in creating political openings and mobilizing large 
numbers of people to pressure their governments.  Civil society in these countries was at the helm of 
forming and sustaining a public discourse despite government clampdowns.  In Myanmar, the role of the 
Buddhist sangha at the community level was central in keeping the spaces open for public discussion in 
the face of severe repression.  Similarly, the Catholic Church in the Philippines aligned itself with social 
movements, mostly operating underground, to protect the limited space for resistance against the Marcos 
dictatorship.  During the pre-1986 uprising, civil society was at the forefront of mass protests and 
demonstrations, as well as during the snap elections in February 1986.  Civil society was very active during 
the election campaign supporting Corazon Aquino who ran against toppled autocrat Ferdinand Marcos.  
Volunteer groups guarded the ballot boxes and organized citizen watchdogs to prevent electoral fraud.  
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The same level of energy was apparent during the 2012 by-elections in Myanmar with a plethora of social 
movement actors, journalists, and academics participating in one of the most vigorous polls in the 
country’s history. 
 
But new democracies are beleaguered by old regime forces.  Civil society participation is even more 
necessary during such period to prevent the forces of authoritarianism from subverting gains and preserve 
newly-opened but fragile spaces of civic life.  Newly-installed democratic regimes, on the other hand, 
should be even more reliant on their partnership with civil society organizations during these precarious 
transition periods.  The ouster of dictators is only the first, and not even the most important step.  The 
subsequent process of warding off the temptation to return to previous practices of repression as the 
public sees its unrealistic expectations of the new regime dashed by the slow process of rebuilding.  Many 
states who experienced democratic transitions inherited institutional weaknesses and often a collapsed 
economy.  As a result, the rehabilitation process in the immediate aftermath of a democratic uprising is 
bound to be painfully slow and tortuous as the weaknesses of the state become more apparent with 
greater transparency and openness.   
 
It is during this period that vigilance and support of civil society are most required.  Indonesia’s transition 
in the years following Suharto’s resignation in 1998 was preceded by an economic crisis provoked by the 
1997 Asian financial crisis.  The economy had contracted by 14 percent; inflation rose to 80 percent.  The 
wild swing of the Indonesian rupiah against the US dollar in the range of 5,000-17,000 severely eroded 
Suharto’s legitimacy.   A carefully-managed transition process was vital to the preservation of democratic 
gains but, more critically, to ensure that the economy could respond to the needs of the population.  These 
processes would necessarily include remnants of the previous regime whose control of vital sectors of the 
economy and the polity remained intact to ensure the continuation of state processes and institutions 
even while the construction of new ones takes place.   
 
The Indonesian transition was uniquely different from that of the Philippines in that the hand-over of 
power to Vice-President B.J. Habibie signaled a far more gradual transition process under the helm of an 
incumbent government.  As caretaker of the successor government, the Vice-President undertook 
measures to prepare for elections in 1999, a little over a year after the demise of the Suharto regime.   
Habibie achieved a degree of economic stability with the rupiah settling into a value of 7,000-9000 to the 
US dollar, which gave the country much needed breathing space to manage other transition processes.10    
 
Civil society helped the development of a public discourse to ensure that the idea masyarakat sipil as a 
“guaranteed realm of freedom from state inference” could take deeper root.  Cooperation between 
international donor organizations and national NGOs enabled civil society organizations to achieve 
continuity and longevity.  As discussed in Chapter 1, a new version of associational life in the 1990s 
prevented the rise of polarizing views reminiscent of the 1960s decade when the aliran movement was 
dominant.11  Through mediation and moderation, civil society helped to ensure that the transition process 
proceeded with far less disruption than could have been expected, given the country’s deep divisions and 
communal cleavages.  It also enabled the Habibie caretaker government in its first year year to “lay a 
foundation for electoral democracy and avert state failure.12       
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The lesson for pro-democracy domestic and external forces in the Arab world is the need to create, 
maintain, and sustain civil society activity beyond protests and demonstrations and after the removal of 
dictators.  The enlargement of the public sphere through private voluntary activity is an arduous process, 
yet there is no better substitute than an empowered citizenry acting together to advance the cause of 
democracy.  To achieve this, the Arab world needs international support even if autocratic governments 
resist it.  The Iraq Civil Society Solidarity Initiative (ICSSI),13 a network of Iraqi organizations that includes 
labor unions and international donors/partners formed in 2009, serves as an example of the efforts of 
civil society to rebuild Iraq in the face of seemingly intractable conflicts.  Their activities have been out of 
the international media glare, yet the ICSSI continues to be at the forefront of campaigns for human and 
gender rights, climate change, and more recently, against corruption that mobilized thousands of Iraqi 
citizens to protest against deterioration of social services.   
 
A related challenge as the Southeast Asian experience shows is ensuring that the newly-opened public 
space is available to all, regardless of socio-cultural background. Myanmar’s advocacy for rights of 
minority groups in border zones, as well as their participation in the peace process, remains indispensable 
not only to advancing democracy but also to preserving the multi-ethnic and multi-cultural character of 
Myanmar and other Southeast Asian societies.  Singapore’s record in this respect is unvarnished.  A series 
of welfare policies, particularly in housing and health care, provided the different races with equal access 
to services and goods regardless of ethnic or cultural background.  In tandem with a strong state, 
numerous groups at the community level have been at the forefront of promoting volunteerism alongside 
environmental, gender and human rights “beyond (the) traditional welfare provision.”14   
 
Indonesia’s peace agreement with the Acehnese separatists and a forthcoming law that recognizes the 
autonomous region of Muslim Mindanao in the southern Philippines are part of Southeast Asia’s record 
in managing the multi-ethnic social fabric that can provide useful guidelines for the Middle East.  The 
efforts of civil society to work with governments in Indonesia and the Philippines to bring about inter-
ethnic peace and harmony should not  be discounted.   The passage, for example, of the Ancestral Domain 
Law in the Philippines that legally recognizes land claims based on ancestral heritage, was coordinated 
with civil society and the Philippines legislature.  Though there are no clear-cut models in dealing with 
sectarian challenges in the Middle East, civil society could prove constructive. In Iraq, ICSSI undertook 
innovative measures to address sectarianism through its campaign “Ministries without Quotas.”  Activists 
proposed that four ministries ---- education, higher education, culture and sports ---- be exempted from 
the quota system and be headed by independent MPs and technocrats.15  Though not a sweeping measure 
to eradicate sectarianism, the proposal could help build confidence in the Iraqi civil service by insulating 
portions of it from the politics of ethnic quotas.  
 
Syrian civil war civil society organizations continue despite the civil war to operate, albeit with severe 
limitations and even though they are still at a very nascent stage and lack capacity as well as human and 
material resources. Tunisia is exemplary in this respect as perhaps the only Arab country whose 
democratic transition has largely been credited, though not exclusively, to the role of civil society.  Yet 
vigilance is required as pre-existing cleavages based on communal divisions are emerging within the CSO 
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sector.  There is ideological competition between secularist and religious groups that threaten to polarize 
the political system. The transition in Tunisia is confronted by what Alfred Stephan calls the “Twin 
Tolerations”, namely, the toleration of the religious citizens towards the secular state, and toleration of 
the state towards religious citizens.16 
 
But the lessons of Southeast Asia have likewise to be taken with caution.  As Alagappa has asserted, civil 
society does not always promote democratic goals, nor does it advance transition, and could even 
contribute to its regression.17  Thailand provides a negative example.  The deep cleavages in Thai society 
are reflected in civil society formations (the red shirts of the predominantly rural north versus the urban-
based yellow shirts aligned with the monarchy and the Bangkok-based institutions).  Intense power 
struggles between these competing social movements and overall polarization of society have invited 
military intervention on two occasions (2006 and 2014), ending what would have been the longest 
democratic period in Thailand since a democratically-elected government took over the reins in 1992.   
Tunisia has fared far better than Thailand in this regard.  Myanmar’s struggle to transition to democracy 
seems more laudable after fifty years of military rule when compared to Thailand’s regression.   Ironically, 
Thailand might be served better by learning from Tunisia.    
 
Further, civil society in other Southeast Asian countries is not always to be emulated.  The formation of 
many NGOs in an environment of donor largesse has created a donor-dependent civil society sector.  
Further, the elitist character of many organizations, whose leadership is mostly urban-based and well-
educated, is a detriment to grassroots-based initiatives that have fewer resources and access to power 
and influence than their urban counterparts.  The transitions in the Philippines and Indonesia brought a 
big number of donors to these countries, supporting many private initiatives in the guise of capacity 
building. Such support was withdrawn when other equally pressing agendas demanded donor support, 
leaving many of these organizations without the wherewithal to continue the work initiated by civil society 
actors and their donor partners.  The competition for international financing, itself a scarce resource, has 
unwittingly pitted civil society organizations with each other.   
 
A measure to address this unwarranted competition and lack of coordination is the formation of regional 
civil society forums, a relatively new development in Southeast Asia, which was formed in the aftermath 
of the 1997 Asian financial crisis.  A number of these are already in existence, among them, the Southeast 
Asian Committee for Advocacy, the Southeast Asian Women’s Caucus on ASEAN, FORUM-ASIA, Asia-
Pacific Refugee Rights Network, Asian Partnership for the Development of Human Resources in Rural Asia 
(AsiaDHRRA), Focus on Global South, Child Rights Coalition, and the Alternative ASEAN Network on Burma 
(ALTSEAN-Burma).18   Two groupings are of particular interest:  the ASEAN People’s Assembly (APA) and 
the ASEAN Civil Society Conference (ACSC).  The intent of these civil society networks is to promote and 
enhance participation in regional governance through direct engagement with the ASEAN specifically to 
influence policies that have cross-national relevance.  Policy interests include, among others, migration, 
trafficking and environmental sustainability.  Also, the ASEAN charter in 2008 proclaimed a more “people-
oriented” approach as it pursues and deepens regionalism in Southeast Asia.  The experience thus far has 
been mixed, with some participating CSOs skeptical of their impact on the outcome of policy campaigns.  
Also, there are concerns regarding the control of space through an accreditation mechanism of the 
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organizations who are eligible to participate.  CSOs deemed too contentious are removed from the list.  In 
effect, this space is sanctioned and prevents CSOs from functioning as a fully autonomous space.19  
Whatever the limitations imposed by governments, regional initiatives are a benefit in and of themselves.  
The engagement with ASEAN is an opportunity that goes beyond alternative policy proposals.  The 
creation of a regional framework for dialogue and the formation of a cross-national network of regional 
activists with shared concerns, whether or not the ASEAN heeds these, is in itself a worthy endeavor.   The 
Southeast Asian scholar Amitav Acharya considers this development as “a useful vehicle for a more 
participatory form of regionalism by providing an arena for debates and discussions between states and 
citizens about subjects over which governments have thus far exercised strict control.”20  Cross-national 
private initiatives can fill in the gaps left unaddressed by government institutions.   For example, a stronger 
and more targeted focus on welfare and poverty concerns can be addressed by regional networks who 
can work directly with community level initiatives.   Also, private initiatives can respond and mobilize more 
quickly, unlike government-led initiatives that need clearance and harmonization of government 
procedures before action can be undertaken.  At the sub-regional level, the experience of the Greater 
Mekong Subregion Cooperation program (GMS)21, a predominantly economic subregional program has 
established “connectivity” among the six member countries in Southeast Asia and has stimulated trade 
among them.22  Civil society’s response to the social gaps stimulated by a predominantly economic 
approach to regional development is discernible in the formation of policy networks that undertake 
advocacy on vital areas including biodiversity conservation, labor rights, human trafficking, trade in illegal 
wildlife and cross-border health especially concerning pandemics.  Regional initiatives such as those 
prevailing in Southeast Asia today can serve as a stimulant for discussing possibilities in the MENA region 
in the civil society sphere. 
 
The Morning After:  Moving From Protest to Institutions 
 
The departure (and death) of Col. Muammar Ghadaffi, Libya’s long-time dictator, may have brought 
exhilaration and relief to the country and the international community, but it has raised unexpected 
problems in the aftermath of his demise.  Although these problems were not really unexpected.  The 
deterioriation into chaos in Libya is symptomatic of what dictatorial regimes leave in their wake:  a sheer 
lack of institutions that can be depended upon to govern and regulate social and political life regardless 
of who is at the helm.    
 
This is the foremost problem of transitions.  Non-violent uprisings bring out massive numbers of people 
who crave for justice and the removal of brutal dictators and inept leaders.  When the leaders depart, 
protesters face the mundane reality of running a country on an everyday basis and managing the 
precarious task of transition.  Constitutions must be written and ratified; elections prepared for; public 
officials, whether appointive or elected, need to be retooled in the practice of democratic governance.  In 
the economy, there are the perennial problems of employment and underemployment, the question of 
investments, the distribution of assets, the creation of wealth that will enable the government to finance 
its programs for citizens’ welfare.  Most of all, the perpetual poverty that stalks majority of its citizens 
ought to be addressed by thoroughgoing structural change, regardless of the kind of political system that 
claims to best deliver them.  Crafting the institutions that will implement programs benefiting the majority 
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of people is an arduous task.  The institutionalization of democratic practice is an indispensable feature 
of political transition.     
 
After the rejoicing over the triumph of people power in the Philippines and Indonesia, these nations were 
faced with the gargantuan task of rebuilding these countries after costly authoritarian experiments 
setback their countries for decades.  Both President Corazon Aquino and Vice-President Habibie inherited 
collapsed economies due to excessive cronyism and outright misrule.  They also inherited social structures 
that were beset by severe inequality, made worse by years of government neglect for the conditions of 
the poor and the marginalized.  The institutions that needed to be crafted and honed to deliver on the 
promises of regime change would take more than just a few days of street protest.  These are the everyday 
obligations of transition leaders who need to ensure that the gains of the uprisings would not be 
squandered.   
 
Herein lies the true and difficult task of transitions and the valuable lessons of Southeast Asia.  Activists 
are least prepared for the mobilization of human and material resources required for institution-building 
after a popular uprising.  Transition societies are not tabula rasa, rather these are hybrid social systems 
that contain elements of the old order, with some very large leftover remnants at that.  To treat the 
transition as though it were a revolutionary situation in which new rules of the game can be rewritten has 
raised unnecessary expectations and dashed the hopes of many pro-democracy activists who become 
quickly disillusioned by the reality of a hybrid political process.  The experiences of Indonesia and the 
Philippines provide the best examples.  Transitions were, at best, improvisations that contained elements 
culled out of the idiosyncrasies of hybridized political systems.  Political and policy choices were the result 
of a “muddling through” process, not the distinctive workings of rational choice theory which establish 
the calculative transactional outcomes between means and ends.   This process required enormous 
compromises particularly with the forces of the old regime, accommodation and preservation of some of 
their interests, some of which were unpalatable to the “new guards.”  In both countries, elements of the 
old elite returned to the electoral arena and ran for political office alongside the new candidates.  In the 
newly-constituted parliaments, old enemies sat side by side in the halls of discussion and debate to move 
the country forward through an institutionalized process of law-making.  Even members of the Left 
movement who were committed to a revolutionary overthrow of regimes, did participate in electoral 
politics and joined the bureaucratic apparatus, in an effort to participate in the transformation of society.  
Witness Myanmar today.  Parliament is a curious mixture of large segments of the military alongside their 
former enemies --- pro-democracy activists who decided to leave the “parliament of the streets” and enter 
the messy world of party politics.      
 
And then a second valuable lesson.  In the morning-after situation when the protest sites have been 
emptied, the activists need to make important political choices.  One lesson is the call of the “politics of 
the boardroom” where several hundred decision-makers rather than millions of street protesters 
undertake the tasks of creating, allocating, and distributing public goods and services.  These require 
joining the executive branch of the government particularly its messy tangle of bureaucratic offices and 
agencies.  Hold-overs from the old regime are bound to interact with the new appointees.  The ability to 
seek common ground and to prevent bureaucracy from being held hostage by competing forces so that 
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ordinary citizens can rely on continuous and uninterrupted services is a task that requires different 
leadership skills.  In addition, new entrants need to learn very quickly, the mechanics of managing large 
organizations, steering them towards the accomplishment of concrete goals, and marshaling the human 
and other material resources to fulfill socio-economic objectives.  The bureaucracy is an arena where the 
ideas for programs and projects are hatched and subsequently implemented.   No matter the political or 
ideological color, or one’s confessional affiliation, garbage needs to be collected, revenues raised, water 
and electricity services provided.  The protests in Lebanon and Iraq in late August 2015 to demand for 
social services, for example, transcended the sectarian demands and divisions, so that even clerics 
participated in the protests alongside their secular counterparts.23  Former activists in Indonesia and the 
Philippines have joined and pursued long-term careers in governments.  They run and manage ministries 
and public commissions on national budgets, education, anti-poverty and human rights; they attend 
legislative hearings and negotiate with donors; they create committees to decide on projects, and they 
work with the media and academics to ensure that the message of government services reaches the 
public.  The same is happening in Myanmar today.  Some of their comrades who chose to remain purist-
activists outside the system accuse them of being “sell-outs.”  Joining government is not a straightforward 
process.  The path of transition is littered with uneasy compromises.  

 
 
Transitioning with the Military 
 
With regard to the role of the military in transition processes, an analysis of the Middle Eastern and North 
African militaries has produced a laundry list of literature, much of which was either valid for a specific 
period of post-World War II literature or highlighted one of more aspects of military interest in the status 
quo or attitudes towards political change.  Leaving aside the geopolitical differences between Southeast 
Asia and the Middle East and North Africa, a comparison of transition in the two regions brings into sharp 
focus the building blocks that are needed for an armed force to embrace change.  Southeast Asian nations 
succeeded whereas the Middle East and North Africa, with the exception of Tunisia, has failed for several 
reasons.  
 
Southeast Asian autocrats like Marcos and Suharto sowed the seeds of their demise with divide-and-rule 
policies that disadvantaged significant elements of their militaries. By contrast, Middle Eastern and North 
African autocrats were, by and large, able to ensure the commitment of their militaries to the regime, if 
not the leader, by ensuring that they had a political and an economic stake in the system.   The Philippine 
and Indonesian cases demonstrate that excessive cronyism concentrated the perks and privileges to a 
select and narrow few members of the ruler’s inner circle, leaving the vast portion of the military outside 
of this privileged circle.  Lacking a stake in the system, defection from the military forces became 
inevitable. 
 
Moreover, Southeast Asian autocracies, despite repression, boasted a far more resilient civil society with 
whom reform-minded military elements could enter into partnerships.   The Middle Eastern and North 
African ones did not exhibit this resilience nor this coalition.  A comparison of donor policies in both 
regions that go beyond the immediate parameters of this study would contribute to understanding why 
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Southeast Asia was able to develop a relatively robust even if clandestine civil society network that has 
yet to emerge in the Middle East and North Africa.  
 
One further explanation for Southeast Asia’s success as opposed to the messy, bloody, violent and at 
times retrograde experience of transition and militaries’ counterrevolutionary approach lies in the fact 
that no sub-group of regional powers sought to influence the outcome of transition elsewhere in the 
region, irrespective of cost.  There are no regional rivalries in Southeast Asia that would compare to that 
of Iran and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East.   Similarly, transition in Southeast Asia and the role of external 
powers did not produce the likes of jihadist groups such as the Islamic State.  This development served as 
a lightning rod, which either shifted the focus of political battles for change that were being waged, or 
undermined Western support for change in the long disproven belief that support for autocratic regimes 
constituted the best formula to shield homelands and key regional allies from political violence and 
changes that would produce regimes far more hostile to their interests.  Southeast Asia was a backyard 
of Cold War rivalry during the post-World War II period and that dictated much of the conflict between 
and among countries in the region.  At the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989, the conflict likewise 
diminished and disappeared, and a far more robust regional integration process ensued, with no country 
or group of countries attempting to impose its dominance.  Despite the flaws of the ASEAN and even the 
disagreements among countries, this regional bloc has evolved into a mechanism for promoting a 
workable arrangement governed by institutionalized rules and procedures.  Since its inception in 1965, 
the ASEAN membership has expanded to incorporate other countries with differing political systems, 
notably Vietnam and Laos.  The membership of Timor Leste is currently under review, and Indonesia has 
proven not to be a stumbling block to the application process despite the bitter history between the two 
countries.  Mostly, Southeast Asia is not gripped by sectarian or communal violence that would produce 
the rise of any counterpart to the Islamic State despite communal and racial conflict in the past in many 
of these multi-ethnic and multi-racial countries.  However, caution should be exercised with regard to 
Myanmar and the country’s response thus far to the Muslim Rohingya minority group.     
 
Of crucial significance is the difference in the level of violence between the two sub-regions during their 
transition periods.  Nowhere in Southeast Asia has violence been so central to the reconstruction of the 
state during transition.  Nor was there a total breakdown of institutions and the proliferation of private 
militias in the absence of state authority to hold the country together during the transition period.  At 
most, Southeast Asian countries experienced convulsions, some of them rather violent as in the case of 
the Muslim Rohingyas in Myanmar.  But there has been no comparable experience anywhere in Southeast 
Asia with the considerable violence in Libya, Iraq, Syria, or Egypt.   In fact, none of the Southeast Asian 
countries are experiencing the struggle to redraw territorial boundaries when regimes collapsed.  Most of 
these countries are territorially intact despite secessionist movements.  The newest country and most 
recent Asian democracy, Timor Leste, achieved its independence from Indonesia in August 1999 through 
a nation-wide referendum in which 80% of its population voted to become an independence nation.  The 
transition was brokered and supervised by the United Nations Transitional Administration in Timor Leste 
(UNTAET).  Xanana Gusmao, a freedom fighter who was imprisoned by the Indonesians in 1999, was 
elected as the country’s first president in 2002.  Timor Leste became the first new country in the new 
millennium.24  Even the separation of Singapore from Malaysia in 1965 was a comparatively civil process, 
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despite the sometimes violent confrontation between the Chinese and the Malays in the period preceding 
the separation.   Rather than violence, a set of inter- and intra-country agreements signed by the cabinets 
of both countries sealed Singapore’s status as a separate and independent nation.  During the famous 
press conference on the day of separation, Lee Kuan Yew’s first announcement was a pledge to make 
Singapore “the model multiracial society. . . not a country that belongs to any single community.”25  In 
Southeast Asia, transitions were not accompanied by civil wars.  This is perhaps the foremost difference 
between both regions.  
 
Middle Eastern and North African militaries, unlike their far less tested Southeast Asian counterparts, have 
largely failed when challenged on the battlefield.  Gulf intervention in Yemen has so far produced death 
and destruction but no victory that holds out a promise of a sustainable political solution to the crisis.  
Gulf airstrikes like those of the United States against Islamic State targets in Syria and Iraq have, at best, 
been pin pricks that have hardly put a dent in the jihadist group’s control of territory or ability to strike 
back.  All in all, Middle Eastern and North African military failure has produced unconventional forces 
whose performance puts that of conventional militaries to shame.  
 
As a result, while Southeast Asian militaries play a complex and at times still problematic but nonetheless 
purely political role in the deepening of democratic change.   Middle Eastern and North African ones will 
likely continue to be counterrevolutionary forces that do not shy away from violence and brutality to 
stymie reform or ensure that it is at best cosmetic.  To redraw the picture, Western nations with the 
United States in the lead would have to adopt a robust medium-term approach that sees political change 
as the best guarantee of security and long-term stability at the cost of short-term setbacks. Only that kind 
of approach holds out promise that Middle Eastern and North African nations can acquire the building 
blocks that facilitated transition in Southeast Asia.  
 
It is an approach that has become riskier in a multi-polar world in which countries like Russia and China 
would be willing to fill perceived vacuums that would emerge as a result of a major Western policy shift. 
The risk is mitigated by the fact that third powers seeking to exploit short-term consequences of a US and 
Western policy shift are unlikely to succeed where the West failed and make themselves far greater 
targets than they already are of militant groups.  
 
The facts on the ground are pointers for that. President Assad remains embattled and has already 
admitted that his forces are unable to regain control of all of Syria despite Russian and Iranian support. 
Policy discussions in the West are shifting from seeking to destroy the Islamic State to trying to contain it. 
In other words, the writing is on the wall: Band-Aid solutions allow wounds to fester, making the kind of 
surgery necessary to treat them ever more invasive. In contrast to Southeast Asian militaries that operate 
in political environment in which change has become vested, armed forces in the Middle East and North 
Africa hold the keys to successful surgical treatment that could create the building blocks for change 
without which prospects for peace and stability will remain dim. 
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