Power, Authority, and the Advent of Democracy

OVERVIEW

By the time a wave of peaceful democratic
transitions and political liberalization movements
had swept Eastern Europe and part of Latin Amer-
icain 1989, several nations in Pacific Asia were
atready deeply immersed in their own democratic
transformations. The most dramatic of these
occurred in 1986-88 in the Philippines and Korea,
but throughout the region in the late 1980s the
stirring of democratic forces was being felt. Ris-
ing middle class wealth was an important stimulus
for these movements, even if in some cases it
merely strengthened dernocratic impulses that had
begun much earlier. This chapter will focus on the
exercise of power, authority and the transition
toward democracy in several capitalist states that

| are undergoing such transitions, leaving the ech-

. oes of democratization within the communist

' states of Vietnam and China to be dealt with in
later chapters.

The rise of Asian nationalism and indepen-
dence movements both before and after World
War II stirred debates over what form new gov-
emments should take, but such concerns were
often overwhelmed by the struggle for political
contrel. Once independence movements had man-
aged to prevail, factional rivalries and instability
complicated early efforts to establish independent
judicial structures and representative forms of

. government. The search for workable, stable

forms of demecracy resulted in compromises,
modifications, and setbacks that in Western eyes
might be seen as the “failure” of democratic
reform.

In fact, democracy was not the highest priority
for most developing Asia-Pacific governments in
the early postwar period. The fundamental con-
cern was with economic and political stability
backed by a sufficient base of power and author-
ity. As a result, the outward forms of democracy,
such as legislative bodies, did not necessarily
reflect truly representative government. Leaders
often belstered their mandates to rule by promis-
ing social stability and rapid rates of economic
growth even if their governments might not be
deemed “democratic” or sensitive to human
rights. By the late 1980s, however, a resurgence
of democratic impulses revealed that authoritarian
centrol could no longer be rationalized merely on
the basis of economic growth and stability. Those
in power had to confront the reality of a rising,
affluent and influential professional class whose
access to news, ideas, and information from “out-
side™ had made them less tolerant of authoritarian
control. As will be seen, even the emergence of
this new constituency has not always led to signif-
icant political change, but leadership transitions
of one sort or another have begun or are about to
occur across the entire map of Pacific Asia. All
will be influenced by ongoing political, economic,
demographic and cultural changes in the region.
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“If we were to run elections among China’s
one billion people now, chaos ... would cer-
tainly ensue.... Democracy is our goal, but
the state must maintain stability.”

—Deng Xiaoping to George Bush,
February 1989

POWER AND AUTHORITY
IN PACIFIC ASIA

Ideals of Behavior

Asia-Pacific socicties share with the West the
sense that unmanaged political power is danger-
ous, but unlike Westerners they do not conceive
of their political development as derivative from
some early, more primitive state. Rather, they see
themselves as having had 10 maintain always a
precarious balance between stability and chaos.
Nor do they view political power and authoriry as
being inherently dangerous, except when author-
ities have discredited themselves through incom-
petence or ruthlessness. This general acceptance
of authority derives from deeply rooted notions of
what is appropriate and obligatory behavior onthe
part of those who legitimately exercise power, the
broader patterns of which can be compared and
contrasted between East and Southeast Asia,

In Southeast Asia, power arrangemeits were
traditionally mirrored in a social hicrarchy inter-
laced with & broad network of personal obliga-
tions. By maintaining their stations within this
hierarchy, people believed they were contributing
to the cosmic order and the preservation of stabil-
ity. The pinnacle of their order was a semidivine
ruler, as noted in chapter 1. Kingly powers were
to be used to maintain this harmony, not so much
by intricate social management as by mediation
with powerful cosmic forces.

Authority in East Asia, parucularly China, had
a similarly divine connection as typified by the
“Mandate of Heaven,” also described in chapter
1, with which every successful and legitimate
ruler was said to be endowed. Governance soon
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came to be viewed in secular terms as Confucian-
ism grew dominant and authority was imbued |
with concepts of ethics and order. Society looked |
upon the supreme ruler as the ideal of proper
conduct. His exemplary behavior and moral
authority were expected to bring benefits to every-
one, and beneath him each individual accepted his
or her place in a carefully ordered hierarchy.
There are certain disadvantages to a Con-
fucianist system that grants so much responsibil-
ity to so few people, as in the case of China where
governmental authority was granted to a supreme
leader, his ministers, and an elite group of bureau-
crats. This relatively small body was expected to
serve a great number of people impartially. At the
same time, the elites’ Confucian tradition required
them to give total loyalty to their family and clan,
creating a fundamental and insoluble contradic-
tion — one that has underlain charges of corrup-
tion and nepotism against power-holders from
China’s distant past down to the present day.

Managing Competition and
Criticism

In both East and Southeast Asia, leaders were
traditionally revered to a degree that made it dan-
gerous to criticize their rule, however construc-
tively. Voices of dissent could be taken as a
challenge to the entire system of order. Even the
most prestigious Confucian scholar in China, for
example, risked imperial retribution if his criticism
was seen as undermining the authority of the court.
If this stifling of criticism might seem “anthoritar-
ian” to Westerners, it was also a “paternalistic”
relationship between patrons and clients that
helped maintain the secial order. The problem,
particularly in the East Asian Confucian system,
was the absence of any means by which legitimate
adversaries could contest publicly and peacefully
for power. Those who held the throne considered
themselves to be the representatives of the entire
society, not merely a constituency within it. Com-
petition for power took place through intrigue and
personal attacks, the tactics most compatible with
a stable hierarchical system.

If these general attitudes toward power and
authority are shared broadly between societies
with Confucian traditions, there are also important




differences between them. Asnoted by Lucian Pye,
one of the most striking contrasts occurs between
China and Japan:

“In contrast to the Japanese approach to
power, which evolved out of feudal pluralism
and was based on primary relationships, the
Chinese started with the ideal that all power
should emanate from above, from the center,
from a single supreme ruler. In contrast to the
near anonymity of the low-postured Japanese
leaders, the Chinese have consistently made
their top leaders into larger-than-life figures.
Sun Yat-sen, Chiang Kai-shek, Mao Zedong,
and Deng Xiaoping are names that dominate
the history of modern China, while only the
aficionados of Japanese history can recount
the names of those involved in carrying out
the Meiji Restoration or can list the prime
ministers who made the Japanese economy
the third greatest in the world . . The Chinese
conviction that all power should reside in the
central authority . . has been one of the most
powerful factors in shaping Chinese
history.”"

A further contrast between Chinese and Jap-
anese power relationships can be seen in the
extent to which Japan finds it much easier to
accommodate competitive forces within its soci-
ety than does China. Whereas Japan has long
accepted the struggle for supremacy among fac-
tions, as eccurred regularly among fendal lords,
China scught to repress such aggression as inim-
ical to social harmony. In Japan, the network of
loyalties and obligations extended beyond the
family to include whatever superior governmental
authority the family acknowledged. Thus, a
changeable hierarchy of competing families
emerged that also accepted the authority of a
central Japanese feadership. By contrast, the Chi-
nese hierarchy developed not among families but
within an officialdom whose members were
expected to harmonize their relationships in sup-
port of a supreme ruler and an idealized vision of
an orderly state. Japan’s dramatic leap toward
interaction with the West in the nineteenth century
involved broad factional competition and
dynamic societal changes that China’s leaders
would have found unacceptably chaotic and
dangerous.

“The gentleness tempered with severity used

in governing the household is indeed like that
which is required in governing the state.”

—Yen Zhi Tui, sixth century

Chinese scholar

To summarize, a key challenge for developing
nations in modern Pacific Asia has been to permit
competition for power and legitimate authority
among constituencies without undermining the
basic social order. We will examine how this prob-
lem has been confronted, first in Southeast Asia
where it is complicated by colonial legacies and
ethnic divisions; then in East Asia where rapid
economic growth and national political bound-
aries have influenced the course of democracy in
Korea and Taiwan.

TRIALS OF DEMOCRACY
IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

Thailand: Steps Toward Parliamentary
Democracy, 1932-1945

Thailand’s escape from colonial occupation,
as noted in chapter 2, came at a price: King
Mongkut and his son, Chulalongkorn, had to
accept serious encroachments on the territory of
what was then called Siam by both France and
Great Britain. Yet by playing the imperial ambi-
tions and strategies of the two rivals against one
another, they bought precious time in which to
educate and effectively modemnize a fledgling
bureaucracy that would soon manage the emer-
gence of modern Thailand.

Although Thailand entered the twentieth cen-
tury with an enlightened monarchy bent on forg-
ing a modern state, the search for a more
representative form of government, such as a con-
stitutional menarchy, was not on the king’s
agenda. Chulalongkorn and his successors
resisted the increasing pressure from some mem-
bers of the royal family and a growing number of
Thai intellectuals to modernize politically as well
as economically. In 1912 an unsuccessful military
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coup attempted to install a republican form of
government. It was to be the first of many coup
attempts in the decades to come.

Resistance by the throne to democratic reform
was rooted in doubts about the suitability of
democracy for Thai society. Calls for parliamen-
tary democracy troubled the kings and the senior
princes who responded that the society lacked a
middle class or educated electorate. In their view,
a parliament would have power without real
accountability to a knowledgeable and aware pop-
ulace. They were especially concemned that a par-
liament might quickly become dormninated by
Thailand’s ethnic Chinese communities.

Yet modernization required an enlarged
bureaucracy. By the late 1920s the size and power
of the Thai bureaucracy itself created a constitu-
ency for constitutional government that could no
longer be contained. Leading the call for change
were ¢lements of the Western-educated military
who in June 1932 staged a bloodless coup and
installed a constitutional regime. Although the
immediate period that followed (1933-38) could
hardly be called more democratic than the one it
replaced (power was still highly concentrated in
the hands of the reformers), it succeeded in mov-
ing forward with a liberal program of mass edu-
cation and public health under the constitutional
monarchy of the boy-king Ananda, led by prime
minister Phraya Phahon. The military officers
who had formed the People’s Party for purposes
of staging the coup rapidly increased their power
and influence at the expense of their civilian coun-
terparts, mainly because they were a more cohe-
sive, organized political force.

During this period, until the end of World War
11, Thailand’s only formally recognized political
institution was its unicameral legislature which
was half appointed, half elected. The People’s
Party was dominant and absorbed a broad spec-
trum of the political elite, but it was not formalized
as a legal entity. Its potential role in educating and
mobilizing the populace was left to the bureau-
cracy whose membership overlapped consider-
ably with that of the legislature. As a result, the
legislative and bureaucratic processes became
closely intertwined and political parties as such
emerged only a decade after the end of the war.

With the fall of Phraya Phahon’s government
in 1938, Thai politics entered a saongly national-
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istic and authoritarian period wnder Prime Minis-
ter Luang Phibun Songkhram, a former army col-
onel who cooperated closely with the occupying
Japanese during World War II. Phibun’s govern-
ment collapsed with the defeat of the Japanese and
was replaced by his rival Pridi, who had helped
stage the 1932 coup and later fed underground
support for the Allied powers during the war. Pridi
was not able, however, to break the grip of the
military over Thailand’s government,

Thailand’'s Military-Civilian
Balance of Power

The Japanese surrender gave Thailand’s legis-
lative body, the National Assembly, a significant
role in government for the first time. A civilian
coalition attempted to minimize the role of the
military in politics but the result was highly unsat-
isfactory: Political bickering and economic hard-
ships led to eight cabinets and five different prime
ministers in the span of two years. Finally, in
November 1947 the military staged a coup. By
early 1948 the old constitution had been aban-
doned and a general was the new premier. Yet
even this new government proved unsatisfactory
to the military because the constitution still lim-
ited their direct involvement in politics. By late
1951 the same generals who organized the 1547
coup staged the so-called silent coup of 1951 that
enabled them to retain greater control. The result-
ing “semidemocratic” government has been sub-
jectto innumerable coups ever since, most of them
bloodless, as competing factions led by the mili-
tary continue te rise and fall.

What would seem on the surface to have been
a chaotic postwar political development in
Thailand was actually a process through which
political forces remained in a dynamic balance,
An elected parliament was permitted to function
even though the real center of power was the
executive branch, controlled by elite military and
bureaucratic groups. A further stabilizing influ-
ence has been the king who remains by far the
most revered leadership figure in Thailand. By the
early 1990s King Bhumibol had survived more
than a score of prime ministers and thirty cabinets
by staying above politics except in matters of
extreme national crisis when the mere hint of his
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