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hile all remained fairly quiet on the inter- 
national front in Asia during 1976, i t  

was a year of internal convulsions for many of the 
region’s governments. Of the great powers, only the 
Soviet Union remained unshaken. The U S .  suffered one 
of its quadrennial “lame duck” run-ups to a Presidential 
election (with Henry Kissinger almost entirely preoc- 
cupied with diplomacy in the Middle East and Africa). 
China suffered the deaths of its two highest leaders, 

. Premier Chou En-lai on January 8, and Chairman Mao 
Tse-tung on September 9. Mao’s demise was followed 
almost immediately by an amazing power struggle, 
which led to the swift downfall of his widow and three 
other members of the Politburo, Japan was convulsed 
throughout the year by the Lockheed scandal that split 
the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) prior to the 
remarkable December election in which, for the first 
time in twenty-one years, the LDP failed to win a 
majority in the lower house of the Diet. 

Nor were the nonsuperpowers immune from upheav- 
als and debilitating crises. In Thailand a rocky, three- 
year-old experiment in democracy was snuffed out by a 
military coup in October. In Singapore arrests of long- 
term C,ommunist agents led to revelations of even more 
widespread, high-level Communist infiltration in 

. Malaysia. Prime Minister Abdul Razak died in January, 
, t o  be succeeded by Datuk Hussein Onn, who soon 
afterward was embroiled in a series of showdowns with 
several prominent politicians. In Indonesia preparations 
for the 1977 election led to the most overt criticism yet of 
President Suharto’s leadership, of corruption, and the 
unmasking of a curious plot to topple the present regime. 
In the Philippines a referendum gave overwhelming 
approval to President Marcos, to martial law, and to 
constitutional amendments that netted him even greater 
power; but the Moslem revolution in the South con- 
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tinued, as did protests against the concentration of 
power, against corruption, and against conspicuous 
consumption at the top. 

In Burma ministers and senior army officers were 
sacked for corruption; a plot to assassinate President Ne 
Win was exposed; student trouble flared up again; the 
insurgent groups carried on their antigovernment cam- 
paign, and a senior brigadier defected to the Com- 
munists. In India Premier Indira Gandhi continued the 
process of replacing the proud panoply of what had once 
been the world’s largest democracy by one of the 
non-communist world’s most oppressive systems. In 
Pakistan 1976 was marked by a series of court battles 
between the ruling Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and the 
divided, cowed opposition, which was reduced to impo- 
tence by the outlawing of its main component, the 
National Awami Party (NAP). In Bangladesh the coun- 
try was largely recovering from the upheavals of 1975 
(including the death of Sheik Mujibur Rahman and the 
series of coups that followed), but in  July, 1976, a 
military tribunal served harsh sentences on fifteen 
people involved in a plot to overthrow the new leader, 
General Zia Rahman. In Sri Lanka a campaign was 
launched by the ruling Freedom Party (SLFP) to push 
through a constitutional amendment that would extend 
the life of the present government of Mrs. Bandaranaike 
by three years, the leader of the opposition threatening to 
lead a revolution if the plan is pursued. 

For the newly independent countries of Indochina, 
1975 had provided convulsions aplenty, so that consoli- 
dation and rehabilitation were the keynotes of the last 
twelve months. However, the year was far from smooth 
sailing. All three countries faced food shortages and 
difficulties in establishing government control. In Cam- 
bodia the available evidence points to a continuation of 
wide-scale killing well into the year as the Khmer Rouge 
determinedly imposed its rule over the emptied cities and 
towns. Conscious of Prince Sihanouk’s enormous popu- 
larity, the new rulers isolated him so that he could not 
appeal directly to the people. In Laos the King was also 
deposed. He and the neutralist Prince Souvanna Phouma 
.werc?‘given sinecures as “advisors” to the new au- 
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thorities. Vietnam’s relations with its Communist 
neighbors were by no means smooth. The Government of 
Vietnam appears to be divided between hard-liners and 
moderates. I t  appears possible that these differences 
could escalate into a “two-line struggle” and eventually 
into a struggle for power, as in China. 

The Korean peninsula experienced a characteristically 
dramatic year. In the South two respected senior politi- 
cians, Kim Dae-Jung, leader of the opposition, and Yun 
Po-sun, a former president, protested against the 
emergency powers seized by President Park Chung Hee 
in May, 1975. The inevitable crackdown followed a 
protest demonstration at a church service in Seoul. Later 
in the year a major scandal erupted in the U.S., when i t  
was alleged that agents of South Korea had systemati- 
cally bribed Congressmen and others. The election of 
Jimmy Carter also served a blow to Seoul, for Carter is in 
favor of a gradual withdrawal of U.S. forces from South 
Korea and promised to give America’s foreign policy a 
new, moralistic basis that c o t 4  bode i l l  for its unfieces- 
sarily oppressive allies. 

North Korea’s government was embattled throughout 
1976. News from Pyongyang was always sparse, but it 
was evident that Kim 11 Sung was suffering from bad 
health, that his efforts to install his eldest son as his 
successor were encountering entrenched opposition, that 
his country’s economy was in such a parlous state that i t  
was forced to renege on foreign debts, while its diplo- 
mats in Scandinavia sold liquor, tobacco, and even drugs 
to finance their own embassies. 

espite (or perhaps because of) the gov- D ernmental upheavals of 1976, a trend was 
discernible that could eventually lead to the development 
of new, indigenous forms of government in the region. 
The trend applied to the whole Asian region, transcend- 
ing political frontiers and cultural differences. 

I t  is evident that Asia has, with the sole exception of 
Japan, rejected those constitutions i t  inherited from the 
departing colonial powers. The reasons for this are 
many. Asia has not given up Western-style democratic 
forms simply in response to the external and internal 
challenges of Communist subvers,ion, or of any other 
form of extremism-although that is the most popular 
reason invoked by leaders seeking to explain why they 
have seized authoritarian powers. They also argue that 
developing nations cannot afford the luxuries of opposi- 
tion parties, free speech, and an unfettered press. Stu- 
dents, they argue, have a duty to study with the realiza- 
tion’ that they are lucky members of a small elite class, 
guilty of gross ingratitude when they leave their studies 
to take to the streets. Developing economies need to 
marshal all their resources, including human ones, in the 
national task of achieving progress toward prosperity; 
anyone who opposes or even questions national aims is 
impeding that progress and is thus at best unpatriotic, at 
worst a traitor. 

But while these anti-Western democratic ration- 
alizations may contain certain’ truths, i t  is also evident 
that two-party or multiparty systems do not correspond 
to the cultural environments of many Asian societies. In  

many such societies direct confrontations between pro- 
ponents of differing views are embarrassments to be 
avoided whenever possible. From the Indonesian cabinet 
room to a Japanese board room, it is considered wiser to 
reach a consensus through private discussion than to 
differ in public. In such an environment the concept of a 
“loyal opposition” is an alien one. (Perhaps this goes 
some way to explain the bitterness that the imposition of 
authoritarian rule on India has inspired-for i t  was 
secular India that approached most closely the Western 
democratic tradition, in which a positive delight was 
taken in  the cut and thrust of political debate.) 

The distaste for public squabbling (and for personal 
criticism) has been possibly as great a factor as subver- 
sion or the challenge of achieving development in 
leading Asia away from the Westminster style ofdebate. 
The trend is unmistakably toward the establishment of 
huge, centralist coalition parties determined to remain in 
power. The opposition is either absorbed or reduced to 
i’iustrated sniping from minority positions on the ex- 
treme left or right wing and is incapable of offering the 
public an alternative government. 

Even before the Emergency the Congress Party in 
India conformed to type, straddling the middle ground of 
Indian politics and enjoying the support of both rural 
landlords and landless peasants. Such was its political 
monopoly that even pro-Moscow Indian Communists 
were forced to adopt national front tactics, while other 
opposition parties could represent only such right-wing 
minority positions as the Jana Sange or ultraleftist 
causes, some of which (like the Naxalites) became so 
frustrated that they opted for the tactics of the terrorist. 

The system qua system was working quite well. (Mrs. 
Gandhi’s claims that the country was on the brink of 
turmoil before she seized absolute power are hardly 
convincing.) The failure was not in the system but in the 
Congress and in its leaders, who lacked the political will 
to push through reforms or to free themselves of the 
pressures from the rich rural landlords and other 
obscurantist interests. 

Evidently Zulfikar Al’i Bhutto, Prime Minister of 
Pakistan, has been taking some lessons to heart from his 
large neighbor over the last five years. He has taken steps 
to emasculate the opposition parties, but he has also 
taken care to build his own PPP into a central, unchal- 
lengeable position. His tactics have inspired mass defec- 
ions to the PPP from the opposition by leaders of -i’ actions, whoevidently heed the advice: if you can’t beat 
em, it is more politic to join ‘em. As Bhutto himself 

remarked, i t  will prove difficult for the opposition to find 
a credible rival to him and thus to “lend some zest” to 
the elections due in 1977. 

In Nepal the process is even more clear with the 
emergence of King Birendra’s chief aide, Dr. Tulsi Giri, 
aS Prime Minister. One of the architects of the nonparty 
Panchayat system, he has begun to implement a program 
of economic and political reforms, including an amend- 
ment to the constitution that has established the “Back to 
the Village” Campaign Committee as a sort of Politburo 
to advise the King. Once again the pattern is repeated as 
opposition elements lose heart. Diehard supporters of 
the banned Congress Party and former Communists are 
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now cooperating again in the National Panchayat; .it is 
even thought possible that former Prime Minister B.P. 
Koirala, conscious of his declining influence, will de- 
cide to end his self-imposed exile in India. 

In Southeast Asia the People's Action Party (PAP) of 
Singapore has for many years dominated the central 
ground. Although i t  came to power as a left-wing. 
Socialist party. Prime Minister Lee K u a n  Yew turned the 
tables on his erstwhile Communist allies (dealing with 
them as they would have dealt with him had he given 
them the chance) and gradually shifted the base of his 
party's support to the right until  he commanded the 
allegiance of the workers and of the bourgeoisie (plus. of 
course, the foreign investor). I t  was ironic that in 1976 
he should have taken his  party out of the Socialist 
International (SI) because that body complained about 
his treatment of political dissidents, for socialism (in 
Asia at least) is hardly noted for its tolerance of opposing 
views. 

The PAP's philosophy has long since developed into a 
pragmatic combination of national discipline and free 
enterprise; i t  has become an Asian organism created by a 
set of realistic responses to the problems facing Singa- 
pore, which are hardly shared by the European parties 
that agitated for the PAP's expulsion. The discipline 
imposed by the PAP lends i t  a somewhat misleading, 
monolithic appearance, an impression strengthened by 
ils success in sweeping all seats at general election 
tinie-so that willy-nilly Singapore has become a 
single-party state. In fact, the PAP embraces a wide 
spectrum of political opinions, in  common with other 
ruling coalition groups within the region. 

Since Independence, Malaysia has also been ruled by 
a powerful coalition grouping, an alliance of the coun- 
try's three main racial ruling parties in Sabah and 
Sarawak. In recent years the original alliance has ex- 
panded the political spectrum i t  covers, successfully 
absorbing parties that were once in opposition to it, and 
developing into a National Front. 

Indonesia had to wait unt i l  the fall of President 
Sukarno. who barely managed to hold the country 
.together, while political parties ranging from the ex- 
treme left to the extreme right battled for supremacy. 
President Suharto wisely decided that if  stability was to 
be achieved, such political mayhem must cease. He 
proceeded to ban the extremists and to bang the heads of 
the remaining political parties together, forcing them 
into two "opposition" parties. He himself moved to 
occupy central political powerwith acoalitionof hisown 
creation-Golkar. This grouped people together i n  pro- 
fessional or "career" categories on a national basis. So 
far Golkar has failed to achieve credibility as a vital 
political force capable of representing popular aspira- 
tions or of throwing up bright young men who can be 
groomed for power. However, given reasonable stability 
and a willingness on the part of the armed forces to 
gradually hand power over to the civilian apparatus. 
there is no reason why Golkar should not develop into 3 
more vital coalition by the time the question of the 
succession becomes pressing-in the 1980's. 

Ironically, the colony of Hong Kong (the only terri- 
tory in Asia whose system of government has remained 

almost unchanged since the nineteenth century) has 
much in common today with other Asian regimes. I t  is 
ruled by a bureaucracy that "consults" with sections of 
the population and remains reasonably responsive to 
popular aspirations. I t  too has managed to occupy the 
middle ground and to gain wide acceptance, opposition 
being limited to the basically irrelevant views of pro- 
Peking' and pro-KMT groups and to small parties of 
reformists. Late in 1976 the Governor announced a 
reform package that will involve hugely increased ex- 
penditures on housing, education, and on workers' 
benefits. 

In Taiwan the ruling Kuomintang, once a minority 
party imposed on the province by  a mainlander rump, is 
today developing i n t o  a far more representative body, 
acutely conscious of the necessity to win the support and 
the involvement of Taiwanese. In  South Korea, Presi- 
dent Park heads his own political group, the Democratic 
Republican Party (DRP), while emergency rule and a 
new constitution allow him to appoint the largest single 
block of representatives to the National Assembly, 
ensuring his continuance in power. The opposition, the 
New Democratic Party, is unable to oppose the system 
outside Parliament and has split predictably into fac- 
tions. I t  is now led by a man whose watchword is 
"reform through participation. " 

Japan's ruling LDP is the one remaining example in 
Asia of a party monopolizing power in a Western-style 
democracy. The secret has been not only economic 
performance but the fact that the LDP has straddled a 
wide spectrum of political opinion, containing genuine 
liberals as well as extreme rightists. The LDP has thus 
become a parliament within a parliament. Again the 
result has been that opposition parties, with the excep- 
tion of the Communists, have become riddled with 
factionalism. 

hree countries-Bangladesh, the Philip- T pines, and Thailand-have not yet con- 
formed to the general trend. In Bangladesh, General Zia 
has established himself as a popular, pragmatic leader 
who has freed his country from the curse of the politi- 
cians and from the dogmatic one-man rule of the late 
Sheik Mujib. Zia has adopted a refreshingly nondoc- 
trinaire. nonideological approach, favoring the con- 
tinued participation of the important private sector 
alongside state-owned enterprises while attempting to 
attract foreign investment. 

However, Zia sees himself primarily as a military 
administrator and is allowing the nonextremist political 
parties to re-register ihemselves in preparation for an 
eventual election. He appears to have no program of his 
own, and no plans to create his own political power base. 
He wants to "hold the ring," allowing the politicians to 
come back into business. However, some of the political 
parties (including the leftists) are nervous at the prospect 
of a return to old-style politics, and pressure is growing 
on Zia to remain in  power. I t  is thus possible that he will 
grow into a politician himself. 

At one time i t  looked as if  President Marcos was going 
to create his own,centralist party, partly by setting up the 
Interim National Assembly that, while excluding Mar- 
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cos's severest critics, grouped together men who had 
been politically active in the Old Society and who 
maintained vital links throughout society and the coun- 
try. The Assembly thus promised to develop into a 
political grouping loyal to the President. which would 
have widened his political base and given him lines of 
communication and of consultation with the regions. 

However, President Marcos decided not to convene 
the Assembly, and instead decided tocreate the Batasang 
Panibansa, a smaller body to which i t  is unlikely that the 
old politicians, whatever their degree of support for the 
President, will be elected. Real power remains in the 
hands of Marcos and his wife, their close associates, the 
military, and a relatively small group of politically 
neutral technocrats. Marcos has proved by means of a 
referendum in the autumn of 1976 that his policies, and 
even the continuation of martial law, command wide- 
spread support. This consensus could be marshaled into 
a centralist political coalition with relative simplicity. 

I t  is too soon perhaps to judge how the new military 
regime in Thailand will develop. The democracy that 
was overthrown in October, 1976, had obviously 
failed-a failure that was in turn a direct result of the 
former years of military dictatorship. When that gov- 
ernment was overthrown in October, 1973, i t  was hardly 
surprising that i t  proved difficult to establish a balanced 
political system. Dozens of political parties emerged, 
many representing nothing more than factionsof the Clite 
classes that had traditionally ruled Thailand. For a time i t  
appeared just possible that, by exploiting the Monarch's 
popularity and establishing a coalition of the  Clite, 
former Premire Kukri t  Pranioj could create a centralist 
coalition. 

Unfortunately, myopic selfishness prevailed. The lib- 
erals and leftists of Bangkok opposed vital plans to end 
the flow of national resources into the capital city and to 
pump money back into the countryside. The military 
coup of October, 1976, was greeted with general relief, 
as the man in the street welcomed the return of law and 
order and the end of the vicious bombings, assassina- 
tions. and violent demonstrations by ultraright and 
left-wing groups. 

The danger is that the new regime will be obsessed 
with the immediacy of the leftist threat. Already its 
strong anti-Communist stand has alarmed its Comniunist 
neighbors in Indochina, with which the previous gov- 
ernments had hammered out a basic understanding. 
However, the new rulers have mapped out long-term 
plans for a gradual return to social democracy over a 
period of twelve years. They might succeed in mobiliz- 
ing the Clite classes of Thailand into a unified consensus 
on a long-term developmental strategy, which offers the 
one hope of preventing the spread of dissent and subver- 
sion in the rural areas. 

one of the centralist political groupings in N power in Asia is perfect, but there is no 
reason to believe they will not develop into more sophis- 
ticated political systems. To most contemporary obser- 
vers the process appears to be an unmistakable trend 
toward authoritarianism. But that generalization ignores 
the fact that relatively few governments in Asia can be 

dismissed as simple dictatorships in  which one man or 
woman imposes his or her will on the rest of the country. 
Most'Asian regimes, although largely made up from the 
elite classes, are relatively responsive to the wishes of 
the majority. Several submit themselves to elections (or 
referenda) that cannot be completely dismissed (al- 
though they often are) as meaningless farces. The huge 
majority of Asian regimes rule with the general acquies- 
cence, i f  not the enthusiastic support. of the majority of 
the people. 

I f  the thesis is correct that Asia is in the process of 
developing itsown indigenous formsof government. i t  is 
possible tp  examine the record so far to identify both the 
weaknesses and the essential characteristics of the new 
systems: 

The rieed for cerirralisni. This is necessary if a 
regime is to command the support of the majority and to 
limit the appeal of any opposition parties. Some lean too 
far to the left. 

In  Burma, for example, !he Burma Socialist Program 
Party has, to use Ne Win'sown phrase. condemned itself 
to riding the Socialist tiger, not daring to get off. The 
result has been that since the end of the multiparty 
democratic system in 1962. th'e government has failed to 
win the support of the majority and has proved unable to 
galvanize the people into productive.activity. The eco- 
,nomy, weakened by the existence of a full-scale parallel 
black market economy, continues its inevitable spiral 
downwards, a process that could only be halted by the 
overthrow.of the present regime or by its abandoning the 
dogmas that have reduced the country to penury. A 
centralist position therefore implies a sensible mix of 
state and private enterprise with a well-defined role for 
foreign investment and technology. 

I t  is evident that the Communist Party of Chim has, 
since the Cultural Revolution, made the mistake of 
veering too far to the left. China is now engaged in 
blaming the "Gang of Four" radicals for this error, 
although the constraints of Marxist ideology demand 
that, ironically, they be labeled "capitalist roaders." In 
fact, it is evident that Chiang Ching and her radical 
colleagues enjoyed the suppo,rt and protection of the late 
Chairman Mao, who, durink his lifetime, was always 
suspicious of pragmatists such as Teng Hsiao-ping; in 
response he was ever ready to push the helm of state onto 
a leftist. course. The upsurge of spontaneous relief and 
joy that greeted the downfall of the "Gang of kour" was 
evidence enough that although China has always been 
able to mount demonstrations in support of any given 
move or policy, radicalism had never enjoyed popularity 
among the masses. As observers in Taiwan ruefully 
admitted, the stability' of China has been enormously 
increased by the fall of the radicals. 

On the other hand, a ruling coalition cannot afford to 
diverge too far to. the right. Although Japan's LDP has 
been able to contain a wide range of political opinions, a 
liberal l ike former Premier Miki suffered from not being 
in the mainstream of the party and was unable to 
command the support of other factions. Ultrarightists 
have always formed a strong, often dominant, group 
within the LDP; several of them who began their careers 
in Japanese-occupied Manchuria before World War 11 
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“A government should avoid the temptation to squash all criticism, so that 
determined opponents feel it is useless to devote themselves to anything less than 
tearing down the present system. ’’ 

today maintain close connections with the shadowy 
gangster world. The party as a whole maintains close 
links with big business, with whose interests it identifies 
and by which i t  is largely financed. Such connections 
were not  a liability in  the days of strong economic 
growth, but over recent years they have helped to erode 
the LDP’s popularity. Former Prime Minister Kakuei 
Tanaka was forced to resign as a result of revelations of 
his “money politics,” while the Lockheed scandal so 
reduced the dominance of the LDP that its fortunes were 
bound to a relatively small swing in voting patterns. 
Prime Minister Takeo Fukada now has the honor to 
preside over a very weakened party. 

A perennial danger to the stability of Malaysia is the 
ever-present temptation for the Government to lean too 
far toward favoring the economic interests of the 
Bumiputera (the Malay “sons of the soil”)-and thus 
risk alienating the loyalties of the other communities, 
particularly the Chinese. While i t  is recognized in Kuala 
Lumpur that a war must be waged against all poverty, not 
just Malay poverty. sometimes the balance tips over too 
far. 

Tlie need for discipline. Power, according to Lord 
Acton, tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts 
absolutely. There is plenty of evidence in Asia today to 
support this aphorism. The process seems to proceed 
from the premise that the regime in power (naturally) 
represents the country’s best hope of stability, peace, 
and progress. From this assumption i t  is but a short step 
to the logical conclusion that anyone who opposes the 
regime in power must therefore not have the good of the 
country at heart, and therefore anyone who criticizes the 
regime must be unpatriotic. ergo a traitor. T h e  develop- 
ment of such a process of thought seems to be in direct 
proportion to the degree in which the regime is under the 
domination of one man or woman. Within truly centralist 
coalitions there is room for healthy debate, but when a 
single figure dominates, the debate is often stilled and 
replaced by an imposed sycophantic and essentially false 
unity.  

The corruption of power is not confinedto the political 
arena. The concentration of power also leads inevitably 
to the growth of financial corruption. During 1976 many 
Asian countries, from India to Nepal, from Malaysia to 
Indonesia, found it necessary to launch campaigns 
against corruption, often at very high levels. 

The need for coinmicnication. One of the functions 
of a party apparatus is to communicate: exhortions and 
guidance downwards; aspirations and criticisms up- 
wards. One of the main dangers facing a regime in 
c o n t h o u s  power is that i t  fails to obtain the essential 
“feedback.” The danger increases if the regime does not 
submit itself to any form of elections or other tests of 
public opinion, if i t  allows itself to become surrounded 
by sycophants, and if it muzzles !he press, which is 
reduced to parroting official propaganda. 

In theory, Communist countries ensure that they 
remain in touch with the grass roots by supplementing 
the party cell structure with other organizations such as 
street and factory committees, within which the “broad 
masses” can make their feelings known. In  fact, a 
situation is created in which few people dare complain. 
No regime can ensure that it remains in realistic touch 
with popular opinion unless it encourages actively a 
national debate and a free press. Few Asian countries 
feel confident enough to allow this, apparently being 
unwilling or unable to draw the line between divisive- 
ness and a creative exchange of ideas and opinions. It  is 
possible that as time goes on and as regimes establish and 
stabilize themselves sufficient confidence will return to 
allow greater freedom of speech. 

The problem is, however, that the longer the lid is held 
on, the greater the head of steam that builds up. President 
Suharto of Indonesia encouraged a national debate in 
1973. Rioting broke out in  January, 1974, and Suharto 
discovered that one of his generals had taken advantage 
of the new freedoms to further his own political ambi- 
tions. The lid was slapped on again, onIy to be partially 
removed in 1976 for the run-up to the 1977 elections. 
The result has been a general uneasiness, and those close 
to Suharto have come under increasing fire for corrup- 
tion. The balance is adifficult one to strike, and once it is 
tipped in favor of suppression i t  is doubly difficult to 
reinstate even a degree of freedom. 

Many Asian societies still retain the basic pyramidical 
structure of their feudal antecedents, with a narrow elite 
at the top, separated from the broad base of farmers by 
growing classes of industrial workers and a developing 
national bourgeoisie. The  difficulty of communication 
between the top and the base of the pyramid is a 
continuing problem and is probably one of the main 
reasons why Western forms of democracy fail to “take” 
in Asia. It is possible that Asian leaders could make more 
deliberately possible use of indigenous grass root 
organizations-the Panchayat, the  Barangay, elected 
village elders, or head men. These are already being 
used, from Nepal to the Philippines. but the system is 
capable of greater development, with the creation of 
district and provincial regional bodies as a two-way 
means of communication and consultation between the 
rulers and the ruled. 

Tlie need for restraint. For decades Asia was taught 
to th ink  of itself as deeply embroiled in the cold war and 
direct I y threatened by Communist subversion . The 
domino theory was propounded. This has probably 
helped to breed an unhealthy defensiveness among Asian 
leaders. The pattern has been for those in power to take 
steps to ensure that they remain in the saddle. Actual 
dangers are often exaggerated to justify states of 
emergency and constitutional amendments, which re- 
duce to an absolute minimum the power of anyone to 
challenge authority. The pattern has been repeated in 
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South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, Malaysia, Singa- 
pore, Indonesia, Thailand, India, and Pakistan. There is 
no doubt that there has been a large element of overkill in 
this process, as regimes solidly in control nevertheless 
grant themselves more and more powers and reduce 
human rights to a minimum. 

Overkill can be dangerous. Extreme opposition ele- 
ments, once convinced there is no  hope of legally 
influencing the government, can opt for violence, either 
choosing to be urban guerrillas or to disappear into the 
hills orjungle. Or they can decide to infiltrate the power 
structure and subvert i t  from within. The crackdown on 
leftists (and liberals) in Thailand after the October, 
1976, coup caused some young men to go underground, 
while both Singapore qnd Malaysia have discovered in 
the past year that disaffected elements are not confined to 
the jungles, but have been working, like termites, within 
the power structure itself. A government should avoid 
the temptation to squash all criticism, so that determined 
opponents feel it is useless to devote themselves to 
anything less than tearing down the present system. 

Those regimes that do acquire unnecessarily oppres- 
sive powers involve themselves in a curious paradox. To 
justify such steps and to persuade the people it is 
necessary to give up their freedom, governments must 
invoke the threats of subversion and terrorism. How- 
ever, as they emphasize the dangers to stability, !hey are 
anxious to persuade potential foreign investors that the 
country is stable. I t  is therefore not uncommon to find the 
media of a country full  of stories of terrorist activity 
while foreigners are being assured that the situation is 
well in hand. 

Not all the extra powers acquired are unneccessary. 
The Singapore Government has long claimed that i t  must 
contend with a growing Communist threat. Two days 
before the Socialist International meeting in London was 
due to criticize the ruling PAP for jailing political 
prisoners and for the draconian powers of the Internal 
Security Act, the government was able to reveal the 
existence of a network of “Communist bases” in South- 
east Asia allegedly aimed at subverting Singapore. Two 
Communist recruits (a ballerina and a businessman) 
were paraded on television. Later, another bombshell 
exploded with the detention and confession of a well- 
known Malay newspaper editor, who claimed he was 
involved in a Communist plot masterminded by Samad 
Ismail, the managing director of Malaysia’s New Straits 
Times. Five student leaders were then arrested. They 
also confessed to being involved in a Communist youth 
league. Lee Kuan Yew had Aade his point well: the 
Communists were succeeding in penetrating and sub- 
verting the middle classes. 

The accusation that Samad Ismail was involved in a 
Communist plot was greeted with incredulity in  
Malaysia; but the incredulity turned to shock when 
Samad himself appeared on television and confessed that 
he was indeed a long-term “Red” who, under instruc- 
tions from an Indonesian Communist, had systemati- 
cally penetrated the leadership of the United Malay 
National Organisation (UMNO) and wrought his influ- 
ence on its leaders. 

The ripples spread wide, and in November the Prime 
Minister, Datuk Hussein Onn, again invoked the powers 
of the Internal Security Act to arrest six men, including 
two deputy ministers. Rumor and innuendo about other 
leading politicians continued to sap national 
confidence-probably furthering the Communist cause 
more effectively than Samad himself. Malaysia too had 
to face the uncomfortable fact that communism could no 
longer be identified with elements of the Chinese com- 
munity, that i t  had succeeded in subverting prominent 
Malays. Islam was no longer an effective innoculation 
against the Communist germs. Even Park Chung Hee’s 
acquisition of draconian‘powers was partially justified 
on the international stage when in August, 1976. North 
Korean soldiers swept into the demilitarized zone at 
Panmunjon and used axes to murder two U.S. soldiers. 

The need for  orderly sirccessiori. One major problem 
inherent in all authoritarian regimes is the process of 
handing over power when the time comes. I t  is not in the 
nature of those who enjoy power to cultivate younger 
men capable of taking the reins, for the simple reason 
that such men are potential rivals and might be tempted 
to accelerate their succession to the throne. Some rulers 
go further and deny themselves the services of talented 
men for that very reason. President Park Chung Hee, for 
example, has forfeited the services of the former Prime 
Minister, Kim Chong-Pil, because, it is thought, Kim 
was acquiring his own following. No one in Korea today 
knows who will succeed Park should he disappear from 
the scene. Similar uncertainties about the future leader- 
ship affect other countries of Asia. 

The situation in Indonesia is typical. President 
Suharto has wielded effective power for a decade and is 
generally assumed will be reelected in March, 1978. 
Presumably, therefore, Indonesia will be in need of a 
new leader in 1982. I t  is agreed that i t  would be wrong if 
he were to be replaced by a contemporary, by another 
representative of the “Generation of ‘48” (Suharto will 
have been in power for so long that it will be necessary to 
skip a generation or two). But the problem is that the 
political system of today, built around professional 
groups, is not throwing up potential young leaders--or if  
i t  is, the men are given little opportunity to exercise and 
thus prove their talents. The danger inherent in the 
difficulty of nominating an heir to the throne is that a 
vacuum is left by a departing leader, and a harniful 
power struggle can be precipitated. 

The problem was mentioned in October, 1976, by 
Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew during a visit 
to Australia. On the assumption that those’who would 
succeed him and his present colleagues would come from 
within the People’s Action Party (PAP), Lee felt i t  was 
not possible to nominate heirs-apparent-that the most 
that could be done was,“to expose a fair number of able 
men with convictions to difficult situations and let them 
contend among themselves.” Lee blamed the dearth of 
capable people in politics today on the PAP’S success in 
creating other opportunities for able men in the profes- 
sions and in business. 

In an editorial on these remarks the Singapore Straits 
Times took issue with the Prime Minister, arguing that 
when he and his few senior ministers leave the political 



48 I WORLDVIEW I APRIL 1977 

arena, those contending for leadership would inevitably 
cause grave schisms within PAP and the body politic 
of Singapore itself, which could threaten the stability 
PAP had so painstakingly built up. On the problem of 
attracting able men into politics the Straits Tittles 
pointed out there was widespread belief that PAP was 
intolerant of criticism, insensitive to other viewpoints, 
and had effectively snuffed out real threats. Who in their 
right minds would want to go into politics, the newspa- 
perasked, particularly since Lee and his team were doing 
.an extremely good job and could carry on for ten or 
maybe fifteen years? The editorial suggested that Lee 
should correct such misimpressions and create an atmo- 
sphere more conducive for young people to take an 
interest in politics. I t  added that one of the consequences 
of PAP policies on Singapore campuses was the “v i r tu -  
ally complete depoliticization among students,” and 
concluded: “The right conditions for a full  and free play 
of competing social values, save those that threaten to 
destroy us, should be seen to be established.” 

Sdme Asian leaders have solved the succession prob- 
lem by simply establishing a dynasty. It came as no 
surprise when on the death of Taiwan’s President Chiang 
Kai-shek his son, Chiang Ching-Kuo, who had been 
groomed systematically for the job, succeeded him as 
naturally as any crown prince. Neither was it surprising 
that in China itself Mao’s widow was accused of attempt- 
ing to replace her dead husband. In North Korea, Kim I I  
Sung’s appointment of his son to succeed him has 
aroused open opposition, reportedly led by Kim’s own 
wife and his younger brother. For most of 1976 North 
Korea’s domestic politics were dominated by nepotistic 
intrigue. 

Elsewhere in Asiadynasties could well be developing. 
If President Marcos should die, his wife is the person 
most likely to succeed. In India, Mrs. Gandhi could be 
said to have inherited the Premiership from her father, 
Jawaharlal Nehru. In 1976 the fastest rising star in the 
political firmament was Mrs. Gandhi’s son, Sanjay, who 
only forma!ly entered politics in December, 1975, when 
he joined the executive committee of the Youth Con- 
gress. In’ Sri Lanka, Mrs. Bandaranaike, who directly 
inherited/the leadership of the Sri Lanka Freedom Party 
from her late husband, today appears to be grooming her 
son Anuta for a responsible political fulure. Meanwhile, 
her must trusted advisor is the Minister of Justice and 
Finance, Felix Dias Bandaranaike, her nephew. 

nother main trend observable in Asia in A 1976 was a move away from dogniatic 
socialism, if not toward a more rightist position. at least 
toward a more pragmatic moderation. 

I t  is hardly surprising that, on becoming independent, 
most Asian nations adopted socialistic policies. The 
leaders of Asia’s fight for independence largely imbibed 
their politics from Europe, where they found support for 
their anticolonial campaigns among the parties of the 
Left: Furthermore, a political philosophy that explains 
poverty in terms of exploitation and promises prosperity 
on an egalitarian basis without the miseries that attended 
industrialization in the West is appealing to leaders of 
independence movements, although they themselves are 

members of the elite classes. The more bitter the struggle 
for independence, the greater the degree of radical 
socialism (China, Vietnam, India, and Indonesia); the 
easier the transition in to  independence through negotia- 
tion, the more moderate the regimes that took over 
(Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia, Siiigapore, and 
the Philippines). 

However, the economic appeal of socialism was 
secondary to the support i t  lent to emerging nationalism. 
The tragedy of post-World War 11 U.S. foreign policy 
was that i t  failed to make this distinction. The very 
country that, by granting independence to the Philip- 
pines, had once inspired Ho Chi Minh himself to suggest 
that Vietnam become a member of the American “com- 
monwealth” led a crusade against communism and 
found itself locked in a struggle with Asian nationalism. 

The force of nationalism has over the years completely 
undermined Socialist solidarity-the Soviet Union has 
quarreled with China, China has quarreled with India. 
Today Hanoi and Peking conduct an uneasy relationship, 
and could well quarrel over their rival claims to islands in 
the South China Sea. 

In  Vietnam the new pragmatic approach was very 
marked as i t  continued to signal its desire to normalize 
relations with its former American enemies, indicating 
that the U.S. would be a welcome partner in the process 
of reconstruction. The dogmatic authoritarianism of 
Sheik Mujib in Bangladesh has given way to the prag- 
matism of President Zia, who also wants to encourage 
the entrepreneur. In Sri Lanka, Socialist tenets have 
been broken in efforts to stimulate production, while 
Mrs. Gandhi, now that she no longer has to bribe an 
electorate with promises she cannot keep, has abolished 
industrial workers’ bonuses (a move that did not com- 
mend itself to her Communist supporters), has mobilized 
the entrepreneurial skills of the country’s remaining 
large industrialists and merchants, and is endeavoring to 
attract foreign investment. Her son, Sanjay, an entrepre- 
neur in his own right, is even more overtly pragmatic, 
and remained unimpressed when he visited Moscow in 
1976. 

The most astounding move away from radicalism took 
place in China; By condemning the “Gang of Four,” the 
triumphant moderates are in fact jettisoning many of the 
doctrines of Mao Tse-tung himself. No longer is China 
claiming that i t  is better to be “Red than expert.” and the 
country is not likely to sacrifice economic progress to 
indulge in leftist experiments like the Great Leap For- 
ward or the Cultural Revolution. The new leaders of 
China are putting prosperity first and are determined to 
realize not Mao’s but Chou En-lai’s vision of paking 
China a modern, industrialized state by the year 2000. 
This will undoubtedly mean higher wages, a liberaliza- 
tion of the economy, and a swift expansion of China’s 
foreign trade a.s oil is exported to buy the necessary 
foreign technology. 

Because of the inaction of U.S., Chinese, and 
Japanese foreign policies during 1976, Asia was largely 
allowed to go its own way. to evolve new political and 
economic approaches relatively free of foreign pressures 
for the first time since the colonial era began. The results 
were interesting and bode reasonably well for the future. 


