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In June last year, the Far Eastern Economic Review published a cover story
highlighting the widening gap between a surging North Asia and struggling
Southeast Asia. The story stoked a debate over whether the Asian Financial
Crisis had in fact put Southeast Asia terminally in the shade. Certainly there is a
case to be made judging from current data: China's GDP grew 12% last year;
Thailand and Indonesia barely touched 4%.

The question is whether a region that is home to half a billion people, plentiful
natural resources and quite well-developed modern infrastructure can languish
for very long?

Today I will argue that Southeast Asia could easily bounce back quite quickly –
but this would mean that important social and political reforms have not had
time to take root. My central concern is that popular patience with the time it
takes to make the transition to democracy is wearing thin, and the appeal of
strong government offering collective economic security at the expense of
personal freedom will win the day.

***
When, in 1998 and 1999, the ASEAN economies initially bounced back from the
baht crisis of July 1997, it seemed logical to assume that the boom of the 1990s
had only faltered and would resume. But alas, politics got in the way.
Indonesia's protracted political crisis, the sacking and arrest of Malaysian
Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, and the flawed administration of Joseph
Estrada in the Philippines stymied economic recovery in Southeast Asia, while
South Korea, Taiwan and China steamed ahead.

Michael Vatikiotis presented this paper as the Keynote Speech for the Symposium on
‘Contemporary Southeast Asia: Crisis, Conflict and Change’. The Symposium was
organised by the Southeast Asia Research Centre and Department of Applied Social
Studies at the City University of Hong on 21 June 2001.



Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Papers Series, No. 11, 2001 2

Southeast Asia's continuing economic malaise is mostly a product of political
problems plaguing the region. These problems, in turn, have been fanned by
long overdue reform programmes, which have met resistance because
democracy is young and fragile, personal ties and patronage are still the
bedrock of politics, and authoritarianism is the refuge for conservative political
elites.

The path to Southeast Asia's recovery and return to economic prominence is, I
fear, fraught with dangers. It may happen soon. But that would be at the
expense of reform. The longer it takes, the more chance there is that the region
will emerge stronger and more resilient in political and economic terms. Hence
the mixed blessings.

Take your pick.

My biggest fear is that the desire for stability and prosperity, both on the part of
impatient foreign investors and hungry local elites, will rush things along at the
expense of bedding down democratic reforms.

Indonesia is a primary cause for concern.

Three years on from the dramatic reform movement that overthrew Suharto,
Indonesia is no nearer achieving the goal of democratic government. The media
portrayed the June 1999 elections and subsequent election of Abdurrahman
Wahid as president as democratic change. In fact, these were deeply troubling
events masking a flawed approach to reform. The basic problem is that the old
political elite survived the Suharto era and simply put on a new set of clothes.
They labeled themselves as ‘reformers’. Don't forget; Suharto was felled by an
act of treachery committed by his own cabinet. The key players who survived
resisted tooth and nail any idea that representatives should be directly elected
by the people, ignored the popular choice for president, then turned around and
used corruption charges against enemies of the new regime rather than against
criminals from the old.

There are no winners in the current situation: parliament is being manipulated
by selfish opposition leaders who want to unseat the president; and the
president has squandered his political capital by threatening to disband
parliament and rule by decree.

Small wonder then that prominent Indonesian thinkers like Nurcholish Madjid
believe that true democracy will take a generation to establish in Indonesia. As
one Indonesian commentator recently put it: ‘The road to "true" democracy in
Indonesia ... is frighteningly long and winding. It's thickly coated with blood,
tears, fears, disorder, chortles, grins, plus tons and tons of dung.’
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The problem is that most Indonesians are unwilling to wait that long. The
integrity of the state is threatened; popular revolution does not appear to be
around the corner. Compromises will be made and I fear that order and security
will be traded for reform and change. I agree with Ben Anderson (of Cornell
University) who recently noted that the middle class in Indonesia has a yearning
for the ‘ancien regime’. A banner I recently noticed in Jakarta read: ‘We love
reform, but we love peace even more...’. Now there is talk of a military council
picking a new president if all else fails.

The army is waiting patiently in the wings for the civilian leadership to fail. Then
they can step back in the ring and triumphantly claim that the lesson they
learned during the revolution of the 1940s – that civilians are spineless and
irresponsible – still holds. ‘Make me believe it,’ a senior officer replied when I
asked him recently whether he felt the civilian politicians would succeed in
cementing reforms.

Indonesia is the extreme case, but it sends a worrying signal to all the
neighbouring states of Southeast Asia, one that is comforting to those who
worry that untrammeled democracy is bad for business. It suggests to
Malaysians that allowing their opposition hotheads to be locked up is better than
having them demonstrate on the streets. It worries the Philippine oligarchy, who
see law and order deteriorating and hold a fearful vision of the unwashed
masses sweeping into Manila and ransacking their air-conditioned stucco
mansions.

All this places the region at a dangerous juncture because reform, like a
powerful steroid, has weakened the system, i.e. the state. Should Wahid fall
because he does something stupid like disband parliament and declare a state
of emergency, we can expect a fierce authoritarian backlash, ironically in the
name of Democracy. Reform will be shelved; order and stability will be restored.
People will be fed and investment will return. It will strengthen the state but will
be a tragedy for the cause of freedom.

We see the same process at work on a more sober scale in the Philippines.
Gloria Arroyo Macapagal came to power on the back of an army-led rebellion in
the name of the oligarchy. Later she used the euphemistically named ‘state of
rebellion’ to assert martial law and clear the streets around her palace of the
protesting poor.

Talking to people in Manila a week later, there was a palpable fear among the
Manila elite that the pro-Estrada demonstrations represented the first signs of a
mass mobilization by the poor. Too late. Filipinos had allowed their democracy
to be abrogated in the name of stability. Gloria states that her first priority is to
tackle the poor – in reality her first priority is to bottle up the protestors and get
investment flowing again. Few experts expect more than a token re-distribution
of wealth.
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Thailand is also choking on the first fruits of reform. The new constitution and
the rules it lays down to promote cleaner government have been hailed as a
poster-child for democratic reform in Southeast Asia. But the new framework
faces a grueling test.

Some time in July 2001, a newly established constitutional court must decide
whether to uphold the verdict reached by a national counter corruption body that
the current prime minister, Thaksin Shinawatra is guilty of hiding undeclared
assets. If it does, then Thaksin, who was popularly elected with a landslide
majority in elections last year, will be barred from holding public office for five
years.

The case is a real test for democracy – and a measure of just the point I am
making here: whether or not reform is real or subject to negotiation and
compromise. True, Thaksin has made it known that he will abide by the court's
decision. But at the same time, he has hinted darkly in other directions that he
expects people to rally in his support. In other words, like Wahid’s reaction to
impeachment charges, he has threatened the use of the mob if the legal
process goes against him.

The strategy in both cases is to threaten the legal process with anarchy. What
does this tell us about the state of reform in Southeast Asia? It suggests above
all that the political culture is resisting institutionalized accountability.
Compromise and expediency are still the favoured paths. Thaksin is likely to be
found guilty, but using a verdict delayed so long that he would not have to
spend any appreciable time in the wilderness – if at all. Wahid may end up
impeached, but remain as titular head of the nation.

These solutions, because they are compromises, will ensure peace and hasten
a return to stability, but they won't cement better governance in place. Worse,
compromise could promote a creeping return to authoritarian rule. If Thaksin
survives, he will confidently reassume control of an unassailable majority in
parliament. The fear is that his firm management style and penchant for
centralized control will erode the pluralistic give and take of Thai political life as
it has evolved over the past five years.

Wahid will either end up remaining at the helm using emergency powers, or find
himself removed by constitutional fiat – either way, neither popular will nor
democratic procedure will have been in play. Indonesians tired of poor
government will crave decision making in any guise.

I look at these scenarios and I sense the emergence of something I call ‘smart
authoritarianism’. It smells and feels like representative government, but in fact
is strong personal leadership that has adapted to new, more democratic
conditions. And it is good for business.
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Look at Malaysia, which to my mind is the primary example of an authoritarian
government that has demonstrated immunity to the forces of globalization.

Looking back, I have no doubt that former Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim
was plotting to unseat Prime Minister Mahathir. He planned to use the economic
crisis and Indonesia's reformasi movement as a political crowbar – he was
gambling with Malaysia's stability to win power and Mahathir was right to sack
him. However, tragically Mahathir allowed anger to cloud his political
judgement.

Mahathir did more than emasculate Anwar – he turned him into a martyr and
violated Malay cultural norms. His action had other consequences too. By
splitting the Malay community, Mahathir has helped incubate extremist Islamic
politics and upset the country's delicate ethnic balance. Evidence that Prime
Minister Mahathir has lost the confidence of Malays who comprise his support
base came in the form of a recent by-election on the doorstep of his home state.
To combat these losses, Mahathir resorted to authoritarian measures, muzzling
the press and arresting opponents.

In all these situations, we see the tendency for the middle class to favour
stability over deep-rooted reform and change. Thais, Indonesians, Filipinos and
Malaysians: they all have a weakness for strong leadership in times of stress.
That explains why Thaksin is popular despite the obvious flaws suggested by
how he climbed to power; it explains why Gloria Arroyo found support among
the Manila elite; and why opponents of Abdurrahman Wahid want him replaced
by someone with less tolerance for liberal experiment.

It is for this reason that I could see the region returning to economic health
sooner, but very much at the expense of political maturity and long term
economic stability. As one Thai net surfer, commenting on the Thaksin trial put
it: ‘It's time for us to start believing in the system instead of a white knight. Start
building a flawless system and stop bargaining over democracy. Coz you'll get
what you paid for’.

***
The noted Southeast Asian historian Anthony Reid (of the University of
California Los Angeles) has long studied the impact of the West on the region.
He concluded that it was the failure of traditional leaders, mostly bound to some
sort of divine tradition of kingship, to yield power to their people that ensured
decline and later imperial domination. That was in the 17th century.

Similarly today, my fear is that bypassing this opportunity to consolidate
democratic change may maintain stability, but longer term will prevent the
region from building on its real potential – which also means staying vulnerable
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to the vagaries of international boom and bust as well as great power
hegemony.

Thank you.
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