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For political scientists, Southeast Asia has become an extensive experiment for demo-

cratic governance, especially within the past 20-40 years. Western minds and other pro-

democratic thinkers proselytize the benefits and successes of democracy. But the au-

thors and contributors of this book make it clear that in Southeast Asia, being democrat-

ic doesn’t necessarily equate to prosperity and success. To support the overall thesis, the 

contributors have provided a comparative analysis of the politics in Southeast Asia. 

They explain why autocratic nations like Singapore and Cambodia are faring better than 

democratic states such as Thailand or the Philippines. Through utilizing various tools 

and methodologies, the contributors conclude that despite successes in Indonesian de-

mocratization, the four Southeast Asian democracies are missing the vital requisites for 

sustainable democracy (p. 265). 

The book is divided into three parts: 1) an examination of political culture, civil society 

and democracy; 2) an analysis of institutions and political systems to explain their im-

pact on democratic governance; and 3) effect of conflict management, security and hu-

man rights in Southeast Asia. In the introduction, the author’s intent is for the reader to 

understand the definition of democracy and with said definition; they then assign all the 

Southeast Asian countries into different groups (democracy, autocracy, and anocracy). 

This sets up an environment in which each contributor provides a comparative analysis. 

The organization of the book allows the reader to easily find the main arguments and 

findings in the introductory chapter and then refer to the contributor’s research in their 

respective chapter. The conclusion restates the thesis and the authors’ findings, and ad-

ditionally provides prospects for the future on the effects of “lackluster” democratic 

governance in Southeast Asia. 

Findings from the Asian Barometer Survey suggest that most people in Southeast Asia 

prefer democracy, but the Survey also concludes that they have been misinformed or not 

adequately educated on what makes a government democratic. In fact, in the case of 

non-democratic regimes like Vietnam, people “equate communist one-party dictatorship 
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with democracy (p. 25).” A lot of focus is given to the Philippines, Thailand and Indo-

nesia, especially in a discussion on civil societies and social networks. These elements 

have threatened the democracies in Thailand and the Philippines, but in Indonesia, 

“there has been no major extra-constitutional threat to the government (p. 69).” Indone-

sia seems to have developed a non-traditional “Burkean” civil society that is dominated 

by a sense of nationalism, headed by Muslim elites that have pursued conservative 

goals. The concept of political Islam and the role it plays in Indonesia and Malaysia 

highlights stark differences between the two countries. Democratization in Indonesia 

alongside the concept of “Pancasila” has been supported by major Islamic organiza-

tions. In Malaysia, Islam has become a part of the party system, and in many ways this 

politicization has had an effect on the electoral system. Although government sponsored 

conservative Islam has helped to stabilize electoral authoritarianism, research concludes 

that there is “no clear-cut relationship between ‘Islam’ and democracy (p. 89).” 

A comparative analysis of the four democratic countries in Southeast Asia does not pro-

vide ample support to make any conclusions on the relationship between the types of 

democratic institutions and their overall performance (p. 110). The only exception may 

be with Indonesia, which has achieved stability in its political system due mainly to the 

presidential system of governance (p. 108). In regards to democratic governance, re-

search shows that democratic reforms in Southeast Asia are moving away from the con-

sociationalism (power-sharing through ethnic balancing and coalition government 

building) in favor of more centripetal/majoritarian models, to pull the political parties 

towards moderate, compromising policies (p. 119). This could lead to problems down 

the road with political integration in multi-ethnic societies. In particular with ethnic mi-

norities, indigenous populations and other politically and economically marginalized 

groups, democratic decentralization in Southeast Asia has “created space for democratic 

change (p. 146). However, this research also shows that decentralization does not al-

ways guarantee a stronger democracy. 

The book concludes that Southeast Asian countries have been very receptive to the the-

ory of protecting human rights, each country having signed two of the six United Na-

tions human rights treaties. That being said, human rights issues remain prevalent in 

Southeast Asia, and the authors have concluded that the human rights culture has still 

not taken root (p. 187). Some of these human rights issues stem from poor civilian con-

trol over the military, and this in turn has affected democratic governance. When mili-

taries are deeply entrenched in the political process, civilian control is usually weak. 

Indonesia seems to be the only country that is improving this framework, yet research 

concludes that the level of civilian control is still not adequate. Civilian control over the 

military directly ties into the issue of internal conflict and conflict management. The 

authors conclude that cultural conflicts are more of a domestic phenomenon, and de-

mocracies are more affected by political conflict than autocratic or anocratic regimes (p. 

226). The research then looks at the democratic peace hypothesis, which states that de- 
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mocracies will not fight or go to war with each other. In the case of Southeast Asia, de-

mocracies are not found to be more peaceful than non-democracies (p. 247). 

The contributors to this book do a commendable job of supporting Marco Bünte and 

Aurel Croissant’s main thesis, which speculates the endurance of democracy in South-

east Asia. Through various case studies, comparative analyses and other methodologies, 

the contributors paint a bleak picture for almost all the Southeast Asian countries, with 

the exception of Indonesia. Corruption seems to be the downfall and disease for these 

democratic governments. There should be more focus and research on the concept of 

“transparency,” especially with corruption at the national government level. It would 

have been interesting to see how the governments portray transparency and view them-

selves in their own operations. These results can then be compared to an outside per-

spective, like Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index. 

Various autocratic and anocratic regimes (excluding Myanmar) seem to be faring better 

at the present time than a majority of the democratic regimes in Southeast Asia. It goes 

back to one of the last sections in the book that questions, “Does regime type matter?” 

Although a majority of the contributors in this book state that information is too limited 

to reach any solid conclusions, it can be seen through the evidence provided that some-

thing needs to change. It is possible that if changes aren’t instituted and internalized 

throughout the different governments in Southeast Asia, the crisis of democratic gov-

ernance in the region (regardless of regime type) will only get worse. 
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