
Across Asia, Stirrings 
of Democracy 

By 

K U A L A L U M P U R , Ma lay ­
s ia—In Ta iwan last November, 
the r u l i n g Na t i ona l i s t Par ty 
suffered its biggest defeat ever 
in local elections, presaging a 
possible loss of power i n the 
1998 nat iona l elections for a 
new par l iament . Meanwhi le i n 
S o u t h Korea , a veteran pro-
democracy campaigner and a 
long-time pol i t ical outsider has 
emerged victor ious. 

In the Phi l ippines, a revived 
"peop le ' s power " m o v e m e n t 
and vociferous med ia c r i t i c i sm 
forced President Fidel Ramos to 
abandon thoughts of r u n n i n g 
for another term, while in Tha i ­
l a n d , p o p u l a r p r o t e s t s a n d 
media pressure forced an u n ­
p o p u l a r p r i m e m i n i s t e r , 
Chaval i t Yongcha i yudh , to re­
l inqu i sh h is office last Novem­
ber and retire to the pol i t ical 
sidelines. 

Even i n tightly control led 
Indonesia—where general elec­
t ions are st i l l derisively cal led 
"elections of generals"—there 
are discernible s t i r r ings of d is­
content and change. President 
Suharto is set to be anointed 
in 1998 to a seventh consecu-
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A MORE COMPLEX REALITY IS 
EMERGING, WITH MORE AND 

MORE ASIANS NOW CHOOSING 
THEIR OWN LEADERS, 

THROWING OUT OLD ONES, 
FORMING LABOR UNIONS AND 
ADVOCACY GROUPS OUTSIDE 
OF GOVERNMENT CONTROL, 

AND PUBLICLY CLAMORING FOR 
MORE DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS. 

tive five-year term, but already 
there is open ta lk about the 
"post -Suharto era." 

The quest ion now, say In­
donesia analysts and j ou rna l ­
i s t s , a n d fore ign d i p l o m a t s 
there, is not whether the vast 
archipelago w i l l democrat ize, 
but at what pace and i n what 
manner . 

For most of the past three 
decades. Eas t As i a has been 
k n o w n largely as a region of 
m i r a cu l ous economic growth 
bu t s t i l ted po l i t i ca l develop­
ment, w i th most countr ies led 
by military' regimes, autocrat ic 

strongmen, or all-powerful ru l ­
i n g par t i es that kept power 
t h r o u g h money , pat ronage , 
and a measured amount of re­
pression. Yet recent events are 
converging to challenge some 
of the old certainties, and end­
ing some long-held pol it ical or­
thodoxies. 

J u s t as the reg ion-wide 
economic slowdown has called 
i n t o q u e s t i o n the A s i a n 
"mirac le , " so too have recent 
democratic st i rr ings tested the 
m u c h - r e p e a t e d a x i o m tha t 
As ians , by and large, care little 
about democracy and favor au­
thor i tar ian government. 

A few reg iona l l eaders— 
P r i m e M i n i s t e r M a h a t h i r 
Mohamad in Malays ia , Senior 
M i n i s t e r Lee K u a n Yew i n 
S i n g a p o r e , C h i e f Exe cu t i v e 
Tung Chee-hwa in Hong Kong, 
and Ch ina ' s communis t lead­
e rs—st i l l advocate the idea of 
"As ian values," a system that 
prizes stabil i ty and consensus 
while eschewing Western-style 
democracy w i th its emphasis 
on pol i t ical conflict. 

B u t a more complex reality 
is emerg ing , w i t h more a n d 

Women in Action No. 1,1998 63 



more A s i a n s now c h o o s i n g 
their own leaders, throwing out 
old ones, forming labor un i ons 
and advocacy groups outside of 
government contro l , and pub­
licly c lamor ing for more demo­
crat ic r ights. 

J u s t a s the d e m o c r a c y 
swept through La t in Amer i ca 
a n d the former c o m m u ­
n i s t - r u n states of Eas t e rn 
Europe at the end of the 
Cold War, Eas t As i a , too, 
is i n the m i d s t of w h a t 
many here are c a l l i n g a 
slow but steady move to­
ward more p l u r a l i s m and 
openness. 

"The t r end is t oward 
greater democra t i za t ion , " 
said Dewi F o r t u n a Anwar , 
a pol i t ical scientist w i th the In­
dones ian Institute of Sciences 
in J a k a r t a . "There is increas­
ing societal pressure in every 
country. This relates to the fact 
that people are gett ing more 
educat ion. It's the rise of the 
middle c lass . A n d it 's a lso a 
result i n the increased global­
izat ion of c ommun ica t i on and 
travel. The wave of democrat i ­
zation since the end of the Co ld 
War seems to be ca tch ing ev­
erybody." 

" D e m o c r a c y i s o n the 
m a r c h i n East As i a , " sa id D o u ­
glas Paal , president of the As i a 
Pacific Policy Center i n W a s h ­
ington. "Bu t the problem is, it 's 
hard to notice because a l l we 
tend to l is ten to are the boom­
ing voices of the M a h a t h i r s " — 
a reference to Malays ia 's out­
spoken leader. Paa l cal led de­
mocrat izat ion " an inevitabi l i ty 
in the region" that w i l l only be 
reinforced as more countr i es 
are forced to liberalize and open 
their economies as a cond i t ion 
for in ternat iona l a id . 

One sign of the t rend can 
be seen in the heavy electoral 
c a l e n d a r of t h e n e x t 12 

months . Sou th Koreans went 
to the polls last December for 
the i r t h i r d free p r e s i d e n t i a l 
elections since 1987. After vot­
ing in local elections in Novem­
ber, Ta iwanese—who emerged 
from mart ia l law only in 1986— 
wi l l vote in 1998 for a new na­
t ional par l iament. 

Mural of Suharto and various images of Indonesia 

F i l i p inos w i l l elect a new 
president i n May, further con­
so l idat ing the democracy re­
s to red by the 1986 "people 
power" revolt that tossed out 
dictator Fe rd inand E . Marcos. 
Thai larrd is l ikely to ho ld its 
first elections under a new re­
formist const i tut ion aimed at 
c l ean ing u p "money po l i t i cs " 
and r educ ing the role of pa­
tronage in the country 's a i l ing 
system. 

Hong Kong wil l elect its first 
legislature under Chinese rule 
w h i c h , d e s p i t e c o m p l a i n t s 
about the fairness of the rules 
and the size of the voting fran­
chise, w i l l make the territory 
the most democrat i c part of 
C h i n a . 

W i th so many As i an coun­
tries now voting for leaders— 
and i n places as diverse as Tai ­
wan , w i th its Con fuc ian t rad i ­
t i on , a n d the P h i l i p p i n e s , a 
former co lony of the U n i t e d 
States and Spa in—it seems dif­
f icult to argue anymore that 
A s i a n s i n general don't care 
about democracy. 

"It's nonsense, " Taiwanese 

President Lee Teng-hui said in 
an interview, comment ing on 
the "As ian values" concept and 
speaking as the first leader ever 
elected democrat ical ly by C h i ­
nese. "As ian people are h u m a n 
beings... Democracy is some­
th ing everybody would l ike to 
have. Eve rybody w o u l d l i ke 

more freedom." 
Some As i an count r i es 

have a long tradit ion of de­
m o c r a c y a n d p l u r a l i s t i c 
e l e c t i o n s — J a p a n , w h i c h 
became a Western-style l ib­
eral democracy after World 
W a r II, the P h i l i p p i n e s , 
w h e r e d e m o c r a c y w a s 
aborted by the Marcos dic­
t a t o r sh ip , and India , the 
w o r l d ' s m o s t p o p u l o u s 
democratic nat ion. 
But Asia 's autocrats have 

been able to b rush aside those 
three countr ies as unsui tab le 
role models for the rest of the 
region because of their un ique 
c i r cums tances—Japan ' s war­
time defeat and occupat ion, for 
instance, and the Ph i l ipp ines ' 
h istory as a US colony. A n d 
India, with its endemic poverty 
and violence, often st i l l is seen 
as a negative example showing 
that democracy does not guar­
antee economic development 
and stabil ity. 

Nevertheless, academics , 
j o u r n a l i s t s , d i p l o m a t s , a n d 
others point to a n u m b e r of 
trends that they say shows de­
mocracy is becoming more en­
trenched. They are: 
• The d e c l i n i n g ro le of the 
armed forces i n Eas t As i a . 
• The growth of non-govern­
ment organisat ions. 
• T h e r i s e of i n f o r m a t i o n 
technology and the aggressive­
ness of the media . 
• The emergence of a new 
leadership generation. 

Source: Today, 20 December 1997 
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