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Political Regimes and
Ethnic Identities in East and
Southeast Asia: Beyond the
“Asian Values” Debate

Susan J. Henders

The “great experiment in reconciling democratic governance and cultural
pluralism” (Young 1993: 19) has seldom seemed so tenuous. This is not a
new concern (see Horowitz 1986; Brass 1985; Young 1976; Enloe 1973).
However, the ethnicized conflict that marked the end of the Cold War and,
more recently, the events surrounding the September 11, 2001, attack on the
World Trade Center have shaken the faith that liberal democracy, human
rights, and economic liberalization—the supposed touchstones of the
post—Cold War order—are mutually compatible in a world seemingly frac-
tured on religious and other ethnic lines (see Snyder 2000; Linz and Stepan
1996; Diamond and Plattner 1994). The questioning even reached the pages
of the World Bank Human Development Report 2000, which devoted much
of a chapter to the difficulties of democratizing societies deeply trenched by
ethnic differences.

The experiences of East and Southeast Asia have figured relatively little in
the renewed debate about democratizing ethnically plural societies.! Three
reasons stand out. For one, many states, especially in East Asia, are assumed
to be highly ethnically homogenous and, therefore, undisturbed by the
costly tensions plaguing other societies. The nondemocratic or less than fully
democratic character of many governments in the region also suggests that
these countries have little to teach us about the impact of democratization on
interethnic relations. The “Asian values” debate of the 1990s has probably
also stifled discussion. Renewing earlier plural society arguments, former
Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and others have claimed that eth-
nically divided societies cannot afford to democratize or expand liberal
rights if they want to remain peaceful (see Bell 2000: 201-13). In the context
of these claims, some scholars may be reluctant to explore the relationship
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2 Susan J. Henders

between democratization and ethnicized tensions, fearing that their work
might be used to legitimate continuing authoritarian rule.

The present book shows that, despite these issues, and even because of
them, East and Southeast Asian experiences can add much to our under-
standing of democratization in ethnically diverse societies. The book’s re-
gional coverage is not comprehensive—and even includes a brief compara-
tive discussion of South Asian contexts in the chapter by Katharine Rankin
and Kanishka Goonewardena. Nor are the book’s regional specialist con-
tributors primarily engaged in the standard political science literature on
transitions from authoritarian rule. Rather, from their bases in various disci-
plines they offer provocative reconceptualizations of democratization and
collective identities—and of the links between political regimes, collective
identities, and ethnicized exclusion and conflict. In this way, the book’s pri-
mary contribution is theoretical and conceptual, raising questions about con-
ventional ways of thinking about democratization in ethnically diverse soci-
eties and identifying generalized hypotheses about what contributes to
ethnically inclusive democracy. The chapters that are mainly theoretically
and conceptually driven, though based on empirical examples from the re-
gion, are grouped together in Part I, while Parts 11 and IIT draw together the-
oretically and conceptually provocative case studies concerning East and
Southeast Asia respectively.

Taken together, the contributions here challenge formal, procedural un-
derstandings of democratization as a linear process centered only on formal
constitutional change and leading to a neat meshing of liberal and demo-
cratic institutions. The contributors also question whether democratizing and
democratic regimes are entirely distinct from authoritarian rule and always
heneficial to interethnic accommodation. Which is not to say that the book’s
contributors agree with Lee Kuan Yew that authoritarian government can be
necessary for interethnic peace, of which I say more below. Rather, they re-
veal how political regimes and ethnic identities are co-constitutive. That is,
the process of (re)producing political power—whether authoritarian, de-
mocratizing, or democratic—is simultaneously a process of (re)producing
collective identities, including those of an ethnic nature, and vice versa. The
book also identifies patrimonial, economic production, and colonial
processes as additional factors shaping the co-constitution of collective eth-
nic identities and political regimes, elements easily left out when democrati-
zation is understood only in formal procedural terms. Finally, several chap-
ters demonstrate that, because regimes and collective identities are
co-constitutive, the ways in which ethnic identities are produced under au-
thoritarian rule fundamentally affect how they are constituted later under
democratizing or democratic regimes.

With these general findings in mind, the present chapter has two aims. Its
first three sections offer elements of a conceptual framework for analyzing
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democratization in ethnically diverse societies, premised on the co-constitutive
relationship between political regimes and ethnic identities, as well as on the
interconnectedness of authoritarian and democratizing processes. Although
the framework is drawn in large part from the insights of the contributors to
this book, not all of them adopt, nor necessarily accept, all of its elements.
The final section of the present chapter sets out the contributors’ findings
concerning the specific conditions that help explain the nature of interethnic
relations during democratization processes.

DO AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES DO
IT BETTER? RETHINKING THE QUESTION

This book began as an exploration, in the East and Southeast Asian context,
of the argument that ethnically divided sociéties cannot afford to democra-
tize if they want interethnic peace. It is intended to examine the contentions
that authoritarian regimes manage ethnic pluralism better than democracies
and that the process of democratization is itself destructive of interethnic ac-
commodation. While associated with Asian leaders such as Lee Kuan Yew,
shades of these arguments are not exclusive to their side of the “Asian val-
ues” debate. The plural society approach argues that deeply divided multi-
ethnic societies can only remain stable through the use of force, wielded by
a colonial or other authoritarian government, or a dominating ethnic group
(Ryan 1990).% Similarly, Rustow (1970) has argued that democratization can
only work if the great majority of citizens accept the boundaries of the polit-
ical community as legitimate (see also Dahl 1989). Where “stateness” itself is
at issue, democracy cannot itself resolve contestation over the identity or
borders of the polis or demos (Linz and Stepan 1996), as David Wurfel points
out with respect to Mindanao in the Philippines and Jacques Bertrand with
respect to Aceh and West Papua (Irian Jaya) in Indonesia.

Daniel Bell's chapter explores these themes, serving as a foil for most of
the other contributors. He makes the relatively moderate assertion that East
and Southeast Asia offer some of the strongest evidence that nondemocratic
governments have some advantages over democratizing and democratic
ones in dealing with ethnic differences in ways that avert ethnicized conflict.
Bell contends that the governments of “less-than-democratic” states like Sin-
gapore, Indonesia under Suharto’s Pancasila, Malaysia, and China have had
some success protecting the legitimate interests of minority ethnic groups. In
the absence of electoral competition, he says, they are less likely than their
democratic or democratizing counterparts to resort to nation-building around
the nationalist symbols, institutions, and discourses of a majority ethnic
group. To Bell, the achievements of these countries, despite their failures and
the costs of authoritarianism, should prompt questions about the assumed
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correlation between both democracy and democratization and minority
rights. Thus, he is cautious about advocating democratization in multiethnic
states, in at least some circumstances.

Other contributors question even Bell's moderate claims. They assert that,
despite their freedom from electoral pressures, the governments of China,
Indonesia in the Suharto era, the Philippines under Marcos, Malaysia, and
Taiwan under authoritarian Kuomintang (KMT) rule, have engaged in ethnic
majority nation-building at great cost to vulnerable ethnic groups and with
potentially negative long-term consequences for ethnically inclusive, non-
hierarchical democratization. For instance, Chang Maukuei notes that the
KMT in its authoritarian phase did not resist using majority Han Chinese na-
tionalism to legitimate its rule in Taiwan and its claims to mainland China.
The failure of this policy in Taiwan helped foster a prodemocracy opposition
movement centered on “Taiwaneseness,” sometimes understood in ethnic
terms. By the 1980s in Taiwan, “fighting for democracy was also fighting for
equal participation and representation of ‘our kind.” This was because the
KMT’s exclusive Han nationalism could not encompass the transformative
experiences of Taiwan people under the previous fifty years of Japanese
colonial authoritarian rule, modernization, and industrialization. These
unique experiences had fostered a sense of local identity and demands for
autonomy and social justice that clashed with the KMT vision of a unified
Chinese state. Thus, while it is tempting to see the relatively ethnically har-
monious nature of Taiwan’s democratization as overdetermined by the
shared Chinese identity of native Taiwanese and those Taiwan people of
more recent mainland descent, Chang suggests that this outcome was far
from inevitable (see also André Laliberté, chapter 8 in this book).

Also challenging Bell, several authors suggest that, even where authoritar-
ian governments do foster pan- or multiethnic identities, the needs of vul-
nerable minority communities are not always protected. David Brown,
Rankin and Goonewardena, Judith Nagata, and Bertrand ask who benefits
from the techniques used by less-than-democratic governments to (re)pro-
duce pan- and multiethnic identities. In Suharto’s Indonesia, Singapore, and
Malaysia, corporatist or patrimonial institutions, based on co-opted ethnic
elites and a centrally enforced unitary identity, hold together the govern-
ments’ multiethnic vision of the nation. In these situations, the government,
in conjunction with selected ethnic elites, set the narrow parameters of ac-
ceptable minority group identities and entitlements, excluding alternative vi-
sions of group identity and multiethnicity more compatible with democratic
values.

Dru Gladney paints a paradoxical picture of the potential and limits of the
Chinese government’s attempts to consolidate an ethnically inclusive nation
and protect vulnerable minorities. Consistent with Bell, he grants limited
success to China's multiethnic policies, especially in the post-Mao period.
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Ethnic minorities have generally welcomed concessions such as exclusion
from the one-child policy, ethnic quotas for education and political repre-
sentation, and limited administrative and decision-making autonomy in des-
ignated territories, despite the restricted and non-liberal democratic nature of
these policies. Yet, these measures have neither satisfied all groups nor
averted violent ethnicized conflict, especially in Tibet and borderland Muslim
areas. This is partly because the Chinese government still resorts to Han Chi-
nese ethnonationalism to legitimize its rule, especially in the face of rising
ethnicized economic inequalities amongst the Han since the post-Mao eco-
nomic reforms. Gladney suggests that, in this way, the reproduction of au-
thoritarian rule and ethnic identities as China liberalizes economically shapes
future possibilities for both interethnic accommodation and democratization.

Despite their disagreements, the findings of Bell and the other contribu-
tors converge in an important way. They suggest that the key question is not
which type of regime—democratizing, democratic, or authoritarian—best
fosters interethnic accommodation. Rather, it is under what conditions au-
thoritarian, democratizing, or democratic regimes are associated with ethni-
cized conflict and exclusive, hierarchical ethnic identities—and why. Some
of their hypotheses are set out later in this chapter. Meanwhile, note that
recasting the question in this way makes particular sense in a region where
polities do not always neatly fit the authoritarian, democratizing, or demo-
cratic ideal types (Bell, Brown, Jayasuriya, and Jones 1995). Moreover, the
new question also suggests a need to rethink two problematic assumptions
generally made by both sides of the “Asian values” debate: the assumption
that authoritarian, democratizing, and democratic polities are entirely dis-
tinct and that collectivities such as ethnic groups are ontologically prior to
political regimes. A critical examination of these assumptions in the next
section destabilizes the simplistic dyads of “East” and “West” and “demo-
cratic” (or “democratizing”) and “authoritarian,” opening the way for
rethinking both democratization and ethnic identities—and the relationship
between them.

POLITICAL REGIMES AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES

Ethnic groups can be understood as collectivities centered on contested, shift-
ing claims to a shared cultural identity, broadly defined, whether based on lan-
guage, religion or other beliefs and customs, lineage, history, territory, or way
of life.* Most of the contributors understand ethnic groups to be socially con-
structed, rather than primordial.> Their work suggests that both ethnic groups
and nations are not fixed solidarities, but ongoing constitutive processes. Un-
derstood this way, the boundaries between ethnic groups are fluid and porous,
their “content” is heterogeneous and internally and externally contested (see
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Barth 1969). Their political salience also varies. As Brown notes, the identity
markers of “nation” and “ethnicity” sustain differing interpretations with the
same “facts.” The unexplained problem is the existence of the collectivity it-
self and under what historical and social conditions ethnic identities and na-
tions are constructed in ways that contribute either to ethnicized contlict or
to the exclusion of vulnerable groups and individuals from meaningful po-
litical and economic participation in the life of the country.® The contrib-
utors by and large find that these undesirable outcomes are more likely
when ethnic identities are constituted as exclusive, hegemonic, and/or hi-
erarchical. This reduces the possibilities for inclusive and nonhierarchical
pan- or multiethnic identities that can “buffer” exclusive ethnic or ethnona-
tionalist appeals (to borrow Brown’s term). It is in the human capacity to
maintain multiple and overlapping collective identities—what Saul Newman

calls “political schizophrenia® (1996: 20)—that we locate the potential for
~ethnically inclusive and nonhierarchical democratization and democracy in
ethnically diverse societies.”

Underlying the sometimes problematic attributes of democracy and de-
mocratization in multiethnic societies—though often unacknowledged and
undertheorized—is the co-constitutive relationship between political
regimes and collective (including ethnic) identities. By co-constitutive 1
mean that the content, boundaries, and political salience of collective iden-
tities such as ethnicity are in significant ways reproduced by processes of
creating, maintaining, and transforming political regimes, and vice versa.®
We can in part trace the conceptualization of ethnicity as a political process
to Max Weber (1968: 389), who wrote that “it is primarily the political com-
munity, no matter how artificially organized, that inspires the belief in com-
mon ethnicity.” The constitution of collective identities is necessary for
regime legitimacy and for the mobilization of populations for collective ac-
tion. In this light Chang criticizes Benedict Anderson and Ernest Gellner for
failing fully to address the politics of regime reproduction and change in
their theories of the origins and transformation of “nation”: “Whether we
agree with Anderson that nation is conceived in the mode of consciousness
of the ordinary people, or with Gellner that nation is a useful cultural con-
struct for both the state and the elite to pursue industrialization and other ob-
jectives, then the ‘uses’ of nation in real politics and regime transformation
processes must be normal and prevalent.” The constitution of collective
identities is also a condition of a regime’s very possibility.

This book’s contributors understand the co-constitutive nature of regimes
and identities in multiple ways: in terms of the instrumental acts of political
and/or ethnic actors who evoke ethnic identities for political purposes, as
the more or less unconscious effects of discourse, and as a consequence of
broad structures and processes, such as imperial or colonial expansion and
governance, decolonization, industrialization, modernization, and global
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laissez-faire capitalism.'" In each case, collective identities are created, main-
tained, and transformed partly through processes of making, maintaining,
and transforming political regimes. These identities, in turn, partly constitute
those same regimes.

The literature has identified some institutional features of democratization
as potentially problematic in light of the political bases of ethnic and other
identities. Linz and Stepan (1996) note that ethnic identities can become po-
litically salient during democratization because the very processes that de-
termine the symbols and norms to be entrenched in new democratic consti-
tutions and laws also constitute identities, which not all citizens necessarily
share. The negotiation of laws establishing electoral systems; representative
institutions; and the boundaries, rights, and duties of citizens, for instance,
require decisions about the boundaries, membership, and values of the po-
lis and demos. These have important effects on the constitution of ethnically
inclusive identities (see also Snyder 2000). Gladney (1998) points out that the
maintenance of democratic political power also requires the making and re-
production of majorities for such purposes as (re)creating electoral coali-
tions, redistricting electoral boundaries, and (re)producing interest groups. If
these collectivities are defined on narrow ethnic grounds, ethnic identities
may become a focus of political mobilization both for the “majority” and
those excluded from it.

As several chapters in this volume remind us, the economic processes as-
sociated with political regimes also have implications for the inclusiveness of
the collective identities that sustain and are sustained by political power.
Partly echoing Gellner, John Lie and Chang note that industrialization was
central to forging collective identities in late Imperial Japan and in Taiwan
under Japanese imperial rule. Drawing from socialist and feminist ap-
proaches, Rankin and Goonewardena assert that the neoliberal economic
practices and ideologies associated with post-Cold War democratization im-
ply a notion of individual identity and marketized social relations that chal-
lenges preexisting collective identities. Some ethnic minorities are dispro-
portionately disadvantaged as a consequence.'" They note that the civic
norms of citizenship equality and individual rights associated with liberal de-
mocracy increase the potential for ethnicized conflict and oppression: given
the primacy it grants to the autonomy of the individual as equal citizen, un-
fettered liberal democracy ignores or suppresses the rootedness of individ-
ual identities in intersubjective processes within communities, rendering dif-
ficult the institutional recognition of these identities (see also Kymlicka 1990,
1989; Taylor 1993). However, as Gladney’s chapter makes clear, neoliberal
economic processes in nondemocratic contexts such as contemporary China
can also increase the ethnicization of identities and inequalities. To Rankin
and Goonewardena, in both formally democratic and nondemocratic con-
texts, it is the reduced inability of governments enmeshed in neoliberal
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economic regimes to claim legitimacy on social grounds that encourages
them to mobilize ethnonationalist identities. Meanwhile citizens under late
capitalism resort to ethnic identities because they cannot rely on the formal
political system for their socioeconomic well-being.

Thus, reconceptualizing political (including economic) regimes and ethnic
identities as co-constitutive processes departs from the dominant academic
and political discourses about the region in several ways, especially with re-
spect to East Asia. For one, these discourses constitute states in the region,
such as Korea, Japan, and even China, as highly ethnically homogeneous.'?
Elsewhere, Gladney has attributed this to “uncritically accepted ideas of purity,
numerical superiority, and social consensus” (1998: 1), which naturalize ethnic
identities and nations as fixed, easily discernible, and uncontested entities pre-
dating and, therefore, unrelated to, processes of constituting political regimes.
By contrast, scholarship on the region influenced by constructivist and post-
structuralist perspectives asserts that “nations,” including the supposedly ho-
mogeneous Han Chinese and the Japanese, are recently “imagined” or “con-
structed” collectivities inherent in processes of constituting political regimes
(see Lie, Gladney, and Chang in this volume; see also Brook and Schmid 2000;
Gladney 1998; Anderson 1991; Fujitani, White, and Yoneyama 2001).

The constructed nature of ethnic identities—and the centrality of their po-
litical constitution—does not necessarily negate the findings that suggest that
minorities are better off in democratic polities. However, casting regimes and
ethnic identities as co-constitutive, especially if we also problematize what is
meant by democracy (a point addressed later), raises questions about what
is assumed and what is left out when a correlation between democracy and
ethnic peace is asserted. For instance, Gurr (1993: 184-5) argues that com-
munal rebellion occurs more often in nondemocratic polities than in demo-
cratic ones. He also says that, for those societies that consolidated democ-
racy in the 1990s, minority rights improved and ethnicized conflicts seldom
happened (Gurr 2000). However, Gurr narrowly defines democracy, conflict,
and the meaningful inclusion of minorities. He assumes that minority rights
improve under democratic rule because fewer overt protests or contlicts oc-
cur. However, as Rankin and Goonewardena’s chapter suggests, this ap-
proach ignores structural violence, such as ethnicized economic inequalities.
Moreover, Gurr's approach appears to naturalize ethnic identities and as-
sume their ontological priorness to political regimes. When ethnic identities
and regimes are understood instead as co-constitutive, a different picture
emerges.

Lie’s analysis of ethnic identity and regime change in Japan is illustrative.
Lie argues that postwar democratization constituted the country as a mono-
ethnic nation. Okinawans, Burakumin, Ainu, and Korean Japanese could
become part of the nation as individuals, but only through losing or hiding
their ethnic identities. Thus, these groups were neglected, discriminated
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against, and silenced. However, from the late 1960s, they began openly re-
sisting their exclusion. Notably, this resistance does not appear on Gurr’s sta-
tistical radar screen prior to the 1990s (Gurr 1990: 74). Even then, the as-
sumption seems to be that that relatively low levels of ethnic protest indicate
meaningful inclusion, when it could as easily indicate particularly effective
silencing under democratic institutions and monoethnic ideology. This
brings us to the next pillar of the book’s conceptual contribution—the
reconceptualization of democratization itself.

RECONCEPTUALIZING DEMOCRATIZATION

I have already argued that the process of democratization includes, but is
much more than simply establishing free and fair competitive elections re-
sulting in a government with binding authority. It also involves the constitu-
tion and reproduction of collective, including ethnic, identities. The contrib-
utors make several other significant conceptual departures from formal,
procedural approaches to democratization, which 1 outline here.

Firstly, definitions of democratization that assume a linear process from
authoritarian rule to liberal democracy mean that most of East and Southeast
Asia should be excluded from the analysis of the impact of democratization
on ethnic relations.” Such an analysis could not include “illiberal” weak
democracies such as Malaysia and Singapore (some would argue Japan),
weakly liberal nondemocracies such as Hong Kong and Macau, or enduring
authoritarian but economically liberalizing regimes such as China. However,
reconceptualizing democratization in broader, less linear terms allows us to
explore the impact on ethnic identities of the democratic and liberal features
of these states, however imperfect they might be. Here it is useful to employ
Nagata’s reconceptualization of democratization as “a process of continual
adjustments over rights and relationships in a political system, rather than an
essentialized state of being (a ‘democracy’).” This definition encompasses
the particularistic historical trajectories of democratic institutions and processes
across the region and recognizes that key concepts from global human rights
discourse, such as democracy, take on new meanings and resonate differ-
ently in diverse political cultures. As Nagata notes, this discourse can be used
to claim ethnic and other privileges even while simultaneously serving as a
justification for challenging such claims. Thus, she suggests that, if democra-
tization in multiethnic polities is to be ethnically inclusive, it must involve
continuous processes of creating and maintaining a pluralist citizenship co-
existent with a common civic identity. While broadly consistent with ele-
ments of liberal democratic theory, Nagata’s conceptualization challenges
as simplistic the analytical distinction amongst authoritarian, democratizing,
and democratic politics made in much of the transitions literature.'



