THE DECLINE OF THE LEFT IN SOUTHEAST
ASIA

Kevin Hewison & Garry Rodan™

A famous, but now defunct, Australian popgroupd thel1970sonceasked,

'Whatever happened to the revolution?" If the late 1960s and early 1970s
seemed like an opportunity lost in the West, then it isdoubly sofor much
d Southeast Asia. For many, the prospectsfor socialismin Southeast Asia
had often looked promising. In fact, in Southeast Asia, communist and

socialist movements enjoyed their greatest influence during the anti-

colonialistand nationalist strugglesfollowingWorld War I1. Theorganisa-

tional strengths o these movements, embodying coalitions o workers,

peasantsand nationalists, made them indispensableto political strategies
for self-government. Indeed, aswill beindicated below, the L eft played a
pivotal rolein the development o civil society in these years." Socidists
and communigts aso earned the respect o the masses for the often
courageous roles played in confronting colonial forces in this process.

Even so, the achievementsd the Southeast Asian L eft should be kept in
perspective, noting that its ideological appeal was confined to strategic
sitesrather than being embraced by the masses.

Today, few commentatorswould suggest that the L eft, especidly inits
revolutionary form, has much future at al in Southeast Asia. With the
exceptiond the Philippines,few genuinearmedstrugglesremain. Outside
the Philippines, self-proclaimed leftist political movements barely exist
and where Communist parties remain in power, in Vietham and Laos,
capitalist productiondominateswhileauthoritarian political structuresare
kept in place. And capitalist economicdevelopment continuesat a hectic
pacethroughout Southeast Asia. For the L eft, the situation appears more
bleak than at any time this century.

Atleast thisisthegeneral impression. Butit just might bethat thisview
masks a wide and important strugglein contemporary Southeast Asiain
which the Left may yet be an important participant. We refer to the
struggle for the extension d civil society. Certainly, as we will indicate
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beow, the Left's roleisbeing overshadowedby aranged other contend-
ing political forces. Nevertheless, opportunities do exist for the Left,
providing it can link with other progressive groups now challengingthe
state's political domain.

In thisessay weintend to examinethe declinedf socialismand commu-
nism (for convenience, wewill sometimesrefer to 'the Left') in Southeast
Asiaand, for the purposesd thisdiscussion, wewill focuson the modem
countries o Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia and the Philip-
pines, and their previousincarnationsas colonies, with Thailand (pre-
vioudy, Siam) being the non-colonial exception.

In brief, our argument is that socidism and communism (as closdy
related politicadl movements) have, in recent times, lost much of their
political and economicattractiveness. However, wewill show that the L eft
has been significant, giving much momentum to the devel opment of non-
state political space(what wewill term civil society) inthesecountries. We
suggest that this was particularly the casein three periods: 1920s-1930s,
1940s-1950s, and the 1970s, when the Left played a pivotal role in
expanding the arena o palitical activity. The defeat of non-state move-
mentssaw civil society greatly reduced or even expunged by authoritarian
governments, which especidly targeted socialists, communistsand | abour
and peasant organisations.

We will go on to suggest that in the contemporary period, the political
spaceassociated with civil society isagain being createdin thesocietiesof
Southeast Asia. However, for reasonsto be set out below, it isno longer
socialistsand communi stswho areleading thismovement. Rather, arange
of other non-stategroups (independent unions, non-governmental organ-
isations, religious groups, women's groups, business and professional
organisations, and the like) are playing the leading rolesin establishing
civil society.”

Finally, we contend that the contemporarysituationisnot all gloomfor
thoseon the L eft. Indeed, for anumber of reasonsto be explained below,
thepolitical spacecreatedfor non-stateorganisationisavailableto arange
of groups, and the Left can utilisethis spaceto develop new strategiesof
oppositionto authoritarian regimes, non-representative government, the
tyranny o the market, and capitalist exploitation and repression.

In taking these positions, we are challengingthe increasingly common
view that the devel opment of civil societyin Southeast Asiaisrecent. This
position discounts the political struggles of earlier decades. We will
contend that the earlier development of non-state political space was
closed through the action of repressive governments, both colonial and
post-colonial. In other words, we believe that the current deepening of
civil society in many partsof Southeast Asiaisnot anew phenomenonand
does not represent an evolutionary transition from authoritarianism to
democracy.
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Approachesto Civil Society

The political movements o the Left have made an important, usually
unacknowledged, contribution to the deepening and expansion of civil
society in dl of thecountriesdf Southeast Asia. Thiscontributionhasnot
been acknowledged in the emerging literature on democratisation and
regimechange. I ndeed, theseworksadopt definitionsof political or regime
change and democracy which direct attention only to the most recent
round of jockeying between the state and civil society.

Onedf thereasonsfor thisemphasison recent eventsisthe searchfor a
relationship between economic devel opment and political change. Politi-
cal theoristsfromthe moderni sation school havestaged acomebackonthe
strength o recent economic growth in parts of the developing world,
prophesyingtheinevitable breakdownaf authoritarian rule asgrowth and
moderni sati oninexorably expand civil soci ety and comeinto contradiction
with the centralised political structures of authoritarianism. From this
perspective, socid pluralism is al too neatly translated into political
pluralism, hence demaocracy. The emergence d a middle class and a
technically-educated population is especidly important in this anaysis,
creating new centresdf power and greater exposureand receptivenessto
liberal democratic ideds’ This interest in establishing a lirk between
economic growth and politica structure may appear odd,-as economic
determinism was used by these theorists as a damning charge against
Marxists.

Indeed, in Marxist theory, theequationof capitalist developmentwitha
more advanced civil society isalso present, especialy in Gramsci's under-
standing of the way in which bourgeois ‘consensus, or ideologica
hegemony, is either maintained or challenged. In his attempt to work
within this tradition, Girling refers to economic growth leading to a
corresponding expansion in 'intermediate’ forcesdf civil society (profes-
sionas, intellectuals and organisers) who form a new layer of society and
effectively 'prise society apart from the direct weight o a powerful elite
and a powerless peasantry’. But consider the following proposition by
Girling:

. . .economicdevelopment givesriseto‘civil society' i.e. new intermediategroupsranging

from middle class professionals to labour organisers and party officials— which in turn

createspressurefor thedevelopment of representativeingitutionsenablingthe'new social
forces totakepart in decisionsaffectingthem.

To reinforce this, he adds that civil society and democracy require
significant economicdevel opment, wherethe stateispowerful,and where
officidlsand the private sector can co-operate.® In other words, a strong
capitalism seems to be theorised us a necessary prerequisite for the
emergenced civil society and democracy,evenif thedirectiond political
change is viewed in much more problematic terms than is the case for
liberal theorists.
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Marxistshave also noted the structural contradictionsbetween advanc-
ing capitalist industrialisation, the attendant classstructures, and author-
itarian rule. Here accountability, mediation and conciliation are seen as
functional requirementsdf a sophisticated market economy. Unresolved
competitionbetween emergingsocia forces—includingdifferent fractions
of capital — alsothreatenspolitical stability and thusthe climatefor capital
investment.® Such circumstancesa so facilitate a measure of toleranceof,
and even dependenceon, a more expansive civil society.

The presumed link between capitalist economic development and the
emergence o civil society is taken further when the focus fdls on de-
mocracy. There is often a normative assumption in both liberal and
Marxist-influencedtheory that equates democracy and parliaments, vot-
ingand consent." Thisistaken furthest by pluralistwritersintheidentifica-
tionof political oppositionwith palitical partiesand constitutionality;that
istheexistenced loyal oppositionsasthe only legitimate political opposi-
tion.* Thisposition meansthat the parliamentaryformin capitalist society
isidealised asthe most appropriate model of democracy, especialyasitis
seen to divert political conflict into an arenawhere physical coercion or
violenceis replaced by discussion, argument and the rule of law.

A problem with these perspectivesis that they tend to ignore the
strugglesinvolvedin the emergenced civil society. Many of these strug-
gles have taken place outside the confines of parliaments, constitutions,
and legal political parties. In the case of Southeast Asia, for example,
Girling identifiesinstancesd democraticregression without any serious
acknowledgment o the preceding gains. By implication, they are an
aberration.’ Interestingly, van der Kroef utilises a far wider definition
when discussing political oppositionin Southeast Asia, noting that there
were at least three categories. congtitutional-reformist; ideological-
totalitarian; and secessionist.* While one might quibbleabout the termi-
nology, his categorisation isimportant for recognising that political op-
positionis not limited to theformal institutionsaf government.

Such viewsalso tend to confirm the perspectivethat economicdevel op-
ment leads to the inevitable expanson o civil society and, hence, a
pluralist political system. But, aswewill note bel ow, theemergenced civil
society isnot an historical end-point, but may be seen asa product o the
ebbing and flowing of opposition. Indeed, while the emergence o civil
society is significant to the development of democracy, the space of civil
society can expand and has expanded even under unrepresentative re-
gimes. As will be indicated below, this has certainly been the case in
Southeast Asia. It is appropriate, then, to define briefly what we mean
when we refer to civil society.

Civil society refersto an autonomoussphere®. . . from which political
forces representing constellations of interests in society have contested
state power"."" Theranged organisationsin society may beenormous, but
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not dl engagein overtly political activity. For example, ssemingly apoliti-
cal groups can include sporting clubs as well as charitable and welfare-
oriented associations- these might be considered as civic organisations."
Politically active groupsinclude political parties, trade unions, employer
and professional associations, women's groups, student organisations,
peasant and ethnic associations, an increasingly expansivegroup of politi-
cally activist non-government organisations(NGOs), and aranged socia
movements. Thesegroupsareregularlyinvolvedin political actionswhich
attempt to advancetheinterestsof people, ranging from their membersto
amore general interest o wider groupsin society.

However, and contrary to theinfluentia liberal view, civil society isnot
the natural oppositeto the oppressive state, nor separate from capitalist
relationsd exploitation and domination.” Hence, theexistenced activist
organisationsdoesnot guarantee parliamentarydemaocracy. Rather, ashas
been shown for Eastern Europe, and will be demonstrated for Southeast
Asiain thisessay, civil society can in fact co-exist with an authoritarian
regime.” Nevertheless, it isclear that the existence of such organisations
can widen political contestation beyond the narrow base in parties and
parliaments. This possbility is contingent upon class power. As
Rueschemeyer and his colleaguesobserve, where'powerful and cohesive
upper classes dominatethe organisationsd civil society, they may 'serve
asconduitsof authoritarian ideologies, thusweakening democracy'. Em-
ployer organisations, for example, may agitatefor the right to represent
independently their members interestsin policy deliberation but, at the
same time, encourage the suppression or prohibition o worker and
consumer organisations. Nevertheless, the autonomy o such organisa-
tionsisfundamental, evenif the classinterestsd’ aparticular organisation
may vary widely and, in some cases, may serve to consolidate the
hegemony of dominant classes. Only through autonomousorgani sations
canthenumerical strengthdf subordinateclassesberealised; only through
them can they be protected from the hegemony of dominant classes.”

However, this need for autonomy involvesthe state. Bernhard points
out that, for an organisationto qualify aspart of civil society, itsautonomy
must eventually be legally sanctioned by the state. Through struggle, the
state will be compelled to recognise a political space where autonomous
self-organisation can occur outside the sphere o officia politics. This
autonomy is used to place civil society in a position to have an institu-
tionalised influence over the officia political sphere. In other words, the
state must itself establish boundariesto definethat autonomousspaceand
protectit fromitsowninterference. | n essence, then, thestate must define
what isto be considered 'political’ and 'legitimate’.

In return for the granting of political space, the organisations and
associ ationsoccupyingit areexpected to engagein self-disciplinein return
for the protection afforded them. Thus, it is not the emergence of
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organisationsthat isthemeasuredf anexpandedcivil society. Rather, state
actors must effectively legitimate the rights d such bodiesto engage in
political activity and even to challengethe exercise d state power before
civil society can be said to be established. Thus, civic organisations may
existinthemost authoritarian polities, but they do not then havetheright
to be politically activist. It can thus be seen that socia pluralismdoes not
dways trandate into politica pluralism, as many liberal theoristswould
haveit.

For the purposesdf thisessay, wecan now summariseour pictured civil
society. We begin by differentiating our position from those who see
economic development as necessarily leading to the emergence o civil
society. Socia pluralism, we suggest, does not necessarily translate into
palitical pluralismand democracy. Certainly, capitalismdoes not require
palitical pluralismor democraticforms. Thus, theextensiondf thepoalitical
spacewhich constitutescivil society isnot seen asan end-pointto political
development. Rather, we argue that the space d civil society ebbs and
flows, and can exist under aranged poalitica regimes. Moreimportant for
us is the activity d political oppositions. While we see oppositions as
central to the emergence d democratic politics, we also seethisas being
shaped by classforcesand through extended political and social struggle.
In addition, opposition is not something which only takes place within
parliament and political parties, and we arguefor awider perspectiveon
oppositionand civil society. Finally, we makethe point that the extent of
the political space of civil society and the definition o 'legitimate’ or
‘acceptable’ political activity depends, in large measure, on state
acceptance.

A Brief History o Civil Society in Southeast Asia”

Writingin 1947, Du Boishoted three'European streamsaf thought' which
she considered had had a marked impact on Southeast Asian societies.
Theseweresocia humanism, nationalism, and Marxism. Socia humanism
was seen to involve education and trade unionism, and provided legd
protectionaswell asintroducingtheideal of the dignity o theindividual.
Nationalismwasseen asbeing crucia asa powerful forceagainst colonial-
isn." Marxism was clearly linked to the rise of nationalism and anti-
colonialism, and appealed to internationally-linked labour. 1t should be
remembered that Lenin's contributionto the debate onimperialismwasa
powerful document for those opposing colonialism. Lenin had seen the
potential for revolutionin Asia, writingin 1913, for example, that in the
Dutch East Indies there ‘was no stopping the growth of the democratic
movement’.” Du Bois explains the attractivenessd Marxiam: ¢, . . its
apparent reconciliation d social humanism and nationalismin colonia
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areas;. . .itsappealto. . . intellectualsand seamen;and. . . thepractical
effortsof Russia, which in the 1920swas il a revolutionary mation. ™

As will be indicated below, there is considerable insight in these
observations. Whilehistorians have noted theimpact of nationalism, little
has been made d the contributionof Marxism, and the manner in which
the Left took aleading role in linking anti-colonialism, nationalism and
'socia humanism'. Du Boiswas writingin one d the periodswhere civil
society was expanding, and the Left was playing a central political role.
Thisperiod was, however, just one df a number d such periods.

It is obvioudy not possible to provide afull account of the trials and
tribulationsd the relationshipsbetween civil society and thestatein al o
the countriesd Southeast Asiaover aperiodof some70years. Rather, we
will take three broad dicesthrough the modern history of SoutheastAsia,
when civil society did devel op, indicatethecrucial rol esplayedt -+ the L eft,
and show how governments were able to limit and close this space. We
begin with the 1920s and 1930s, not a period usually considered to be a
hotbed o Leftist activity in Southeast Asia.

The 1920s and 1930s
In the century up to the 1920s, the colonial governments (includingthe
modernising Thai state) of Southeast Asa had seen and defeated nu-
merous uprisings, most of them in the countryside. These millenarian
reactions to colonia rule were, in part, a response to economic and
political change. By this time, the various governments had instituted
centralised and bureaucratised administrations, had marked out the geo-
graphic boundariesd coloniesand nation-states, and had, by and large,
established government-definedsystemsd law and order.” In addition, in
thiseradf high colonialismin Southeast Asia, local economieshad been
reoriented to the demands of mercantilism, with trade in commodities
dominatingthe economicrel ationshipwiththeWest. Thefocusdr political
activity perceptibly shifted to urban areasand civil society-staterelations.

It is sometimes forgotten that the 1920s marked the beginning d a
period of renaissancein Southeast Asia, and a sgnificant changein the
ideological climate and considerable political and social ferment. This
ferment represented, in part, astrugglefor the expansion of the politica
spacewecall civil society. Thegovernmentsd the period wereunrepresen-
tative, either as an absolute monarchy as in Thailand, or as colonial
administrations. The ferment was a struggle to gain greater political
representation and national independence.”

Itisnoteworthythat, prior to the 1920s, non-statecommunity (or civic)
organisationsweresgnificant. Throughout Southeast Asaalargenumber
o civicassociationshad emerged, especially in urban areas, tofurther the
interests of local people and the large immigrant communities of par-
ticularly the Chinese, but also other immigrantslike the Indians. These
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groups were not generally politically active, and were certainly not sanc-
tioned to engagein oppositional palitics, and their activitieswere usually
social, cultural and apolitical. However, they were often utilised by the
stateinmanagingtheir community, actingaspolitical compradorsbetween
thestate and their constituents, who were usually non-citizens. However,

there were times when these organi sations became politicised and found
themselves acting in opposition to the state. This often led to labour
activism, which immediately pitted these organisations against the state.

Wherelabour wasinvolved, the state would quickly brand their activities
as subversive, and the organisation risked being labelled as a 'secret

society', which meant illegdlity.

In Singapore, while the British maintained social order through direct
repression, their general neglect of the population's welfare had the effect
of encouraging voluntary and independent organisations to fill the vac-
uum. Privately-funded vernacular-medium schools, usualy operating as
night schools, were amongst the most numerous and significant of such
organisationsin Singapore, prompting the colonial state to requireregis-
tration of schoolsand teachers and giving the government the power to
regulateschool activities. Apart from education, the associationsprovided
welfare, legal and minor infrastructural services.”

But some politically significant groups also emerged. These included
debating clubs, literary and study groups, and the like, which were often
the training ground for nationalists. Educated locals in such groups soon
found themsealves confronting many of the assumptionsaf colonial rule
while organised as 'native' associations.™

Much of this growth of civic organisations took place in the period
between1890and 1920; and by thislatter date, many of themwere moving
beyondwelfare and becoming politicised. For example,in British Burma,
the Young Men's Buddhist Association became the General Council of
Burmese Associationsin 1920, and began agitation against the colonia
government, including strikes and boycotts. In the Dutch East Indies
(Indonesia), a plethoradf associationshad become politicised, especially
student groups and religious, notably Mudim, organisations. Many o
theserdigiousgroupsin Indonesiaand British Maayawereinfluenced by
the anti-colonial sentiment of 1damic reform movementsin Egypt.®

Chinese societies and guilds were in many cases transformed into
separate employer and employee organisations as capitalism devel oped,
and ethnic workers organisations were often showing solidarity.” The
responsefrom administratorswas, asTrocki notes, thecreationd ¢, . . se-
curity forces, secret police organizations and spy networks to suppress
political movements and labour unicmns,™ While unions were small and
representedonly afractionadf the population- most o the populationwere
farmers- they were economically significant groupsoperatingin strategic
areas such as the ports, transport and other activitiescentral to trade.”
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Unionswereclearly non-statecentresadf political activism,especidly when
linked to socidist, communist and oppositional movementsas they were
prone to do, seriously challengingstate power.

The 1920s and 1930ssaw significant labour organisation. For example,
inThailand, theearliest recordedlabour activity datesfromthe1880s, and
by the 1920s labour activism led to the establishment o a workers
newspaper during a particularly viciousstrikein 1923. The group behind
thestrikeand the newspaper wasto becomeadrivingforceorganisingboth
theindustrial and wider political strugglesd industrialworkersagainst the
absolutemonarchy. Thisactivismcaused thestateto confronttheso-called
'labour problem.™*

Whilst the colonia and Thai statesseemed preparedtotolerate, indeed,
insomerespectswererelieved, that therewerearanged non-government
associationspromotingthecollectivei nterestsof differentsocial and ethnic
groups, they appear to havefelt most threatened whenthe devel oping L eft
joined these organisations. For example, private, Chinese-language
school sthroughout the region werecaught upin the political movementsin
China, especially after the 1911 Revolution, and became important re-
cruiting groundsfor leftist youth and student movements. A strong anti-
imperialistand anti-colonial rhetoric began to emergefrom theseschools,
and communists were seen to control many of them. The Communist
Y outh L eaguein Singaporewas established in 1926, with astrong basein
such schools. A similar pattern wasseen in Thailand and Maaya, and the
authorities closed Chinese schools and attempted to control curricula.™
But it was not just the Chinese groups which becameafocusd left-wing
activism. Indeed, from the early 1920s, socialist and communist organisa-
tionshad formedin Southeast Asia. For exampl e, the Communist Party of
Indonesia(later, Partai Kommunis |ndonesia, or PK1) wasformedin 1920.
Following this, and in concert with developmentsin Vietnam and China,
communist organi sationswerefounded throughout the region, and many
o the nascent trades unions came under Left influence.”

Somed thisearly activity wasclearly related to the establishment of the
Third International (Comintern) in 1919 and developing Soviet foreign
policy. The Comintern had seen significant debate, especidly between
M.N. Roy and Lenin, over the relationship between communist parties
and anti-colonialism, with the latter favouring allianceswith nationalist
movements, while the former wanted an emphasis on developing the
communist movement. While alater meeting agreed to a compromise, it
was clear that local conditionsal so played asignificant part in thestrategy
adopted. For example, in the Dutch East Indies the 1920s saw the
strengthening d anti-colonialism and a nationalist movement, within
which the PKI became a leading element, developing a revolutionary
strategy which placed emphasis on the anti-colonial struggle. The PKI
suffered aserioussetbackin1926-27followingan abortiveuprising, but its
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influencewassoonto berestored. In Thailand, where anti-col onialismwas
not an issue, the nascent L eft was able to develop, fromitsoriginsin the
Chinese community, asthe absolutismof the monarchy was questicned. |

A major boost to the Left came with the Great Depression, when
economic and social conditions deteriorated, paving the way for more
concerted action. In Singapore, the Comintern-inspired South Seas Gen-
eral Labour Union (GLU), which was established in 1926, had been
unableto make any headway. By 1930, however, organisedlabour and the
L eft advanced. The Maayan Communist Party (MCP) was established in
1930, with Singapore as its base. The economic downturn in the rubber
plantations and tin mines gave considerable impetus to the MCP and its
associated unions. A concerted campaign to mobilise labour, which in-
cluded the formation of the Malayan General Labour Union in 1934, saw
the unions become a strong basefor left activism.”

In the Philippines, the Depression saw the expansion of the opposition
and independence movement and, in 1929, the founding of the Socialist
Party, which had itsown labour organi sation. Supporting peasants, tenant
farmers and workers and taking a nationalist stand, the Party ran in
electionsasthe Popular Front, and increaseditssupport between1933and
1937. The Communist Party (Partido Komunista ng A i pinas or PKP) was
officidly established in 1930, but banned a year later, and went under-
ground. The Socialists merged with the Communist Party in 1938 to
establish an anti-fascist front."*

It isusually said that the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) did not
establishitsalf until 1942, but reportsfrom the 1930sindicate that avariety
of communist organisations existed, particularly within the Chinese and
Vietnamese communities, but also including ethnic Thais. More import-
antly, however, followingthe overthrow of theabsolute monarchyin 1932,
onefaction o the People's Party was accused of 'Bolshevidt' tendencies,
especidly in its relations with labour and students and in its economic
policies. The government banned communismin 1933."

By the late 1930s, communist and socialist movements had emerged
throughout Southeast Asia, both linked and divided by ethnicity and all
influenced by the nationalist, anti-colonial and anti-imperialist move-
ments. Even wherethe anti-colonial strugglewas emphasised, thisdid not
diminish an element o internationalism on the Left, evidenced by the
activities of revolutionaries like Tan Malaka and Ho Chi Minh who
travelled the region. An element that linked these groups was a shared
distrust of Western liberalism and capitalism. Certainly, the colonial
experience had discredited capitalismfor many locals.*

Itisapparent that the Left in Southeast Asiahad been ableto capitalise
on these suspicions, and utilisethe political space which developedin the
1920sand 1930s. Indeed, the L eft wasadrivingforcefor the extension of
this space. However, as World War 11 approached, there was a move to
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curtail some of the resultant political activity, which was seen by govern-
mentsasameasure d rebellion. In Thailand, the military had established
itscontrol over government and moved closer tofascist regimesin Europe
and Japan. I n Singaporeand Malaya, the colonial statefelt threatened by
communism, crushedthe Party in1931, but agai nfaced strong communist-
led worker opposition in the mid-1930s"* This coalition d workers and
communists was seen as amgjor challengethroughout the region.

The1940s and 1950s

Immediately following World War II there was another period of relative
political openness. While this period was sometimesshort, asin Maaya,
and intermittent, asin Thailand, this was a time that saw considerable
palitical changein the region. However, the dynamicforced the period
was not socialism or communism, but nationalism. Nationalists and the
L eftlinkedto challengecolonialismand expand political spaceoutsidethe
state.

During the Pecific War, the early defeatsinflicted on Western colonial-
istshby the Japanesegave strength to the variousanti-col onial movements,
and clearly showed that loyalty had not been strongly established amongst
the subject peoples. The Japanese reinforced this through their propa-
ganda attacking Western colonialism. While Southeast Asians were far
from enamoured with Japanese colonialism, and many took up armsto
opposethem, the Japanesei nterregnumset thewhed sd decolonisationin
motion.™

After the defeat o Japan, the colonial powers were dow in re-
establishingtheir administrations, which meant that the Western colonial-
istswereseen to bereplacing nationalist administrations. Notonly this, but
the re-ensconced colonial regimes presided over severely damaged econo-
mies. The destruction wrought on Europe meant that the colonies could
not be supported, and nationalists and communists were concerned that
Southeast Asian colonieswould be heavily exploited, but it was clear that
any colonial re-establishment would require agreater effort than anything
priortothewar. InThailand, it wasfelt that the Britishwanted to establish
a neo-colony.” In other words, not only was much o the economic
infrastructure severely damaged, but so were the political and socid
structuresdf colonial Asia, and socia changewas accelerating.

Nationalistssaw that the historical tide wasrunning to their advantage.
For example, the establishment d the United Nationsclearlyimpliedthat
decolonisation would be on the international agenda. Indeed, moves to
decolonisationin the Philippinesand Indiaand Pakistan suggested cause
for optimism. Interestingly, while the British were leaving South Asia,
they appeared keenest to re-establish the coloniad regimesd Southeast
Asia. Not only did they do thisin their own colonies, but they were
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instrumental in the reingtitution o colonialism in Indochina and Indo-
nesa' For nationadists, and this included most on the Left, anti-
colonialism became the major political issue. Thus, much d the political
rhetoric exhibited astrong anti-Western tone.

WorldWar II al sosaw communi stsgain considerablecredibility through
their leading role in anti-Japanese resistance movements. Like their
Western predecessors, the Japanese were anti-communists, and vig-
orously suppressed communistmovements, forcing them underground.
Y etin Maaya, Singapore, Indochinaand the Philippines, communistsled
or weremajor elementsadf theanti-Japanesemovement.” At theend o the
war these movementswerein astrong and popular position, and the link
between nationalism and communism was well-established.

Inaddition, theincreasedinternational influencedf the USSR, based on
itsrolein the European theatre of war, gave the communistsconsiderable
causefor optimism. Asafounding power inthe United Nations,the USSR
was able to provide some support for local communists. For example,
Thailandwanted to join the UN and required Soviet support, and for this,
the USSR sought and received the repeal o Thailand's anti-Communist
law in 19467

Oned themany linksdrawn between nationalistsand theleft wasinthe
areadf economicdevelopment. The exampled the Marshall Planfor the
reconstructiondf Western Europegaveanimpetustotheidead economic
planning, suggesting that benefits could be obtained from centralised
planning. Nationalists argued that modernisation could only be achieved
in the Southeast Asian countries through government investments and
planning, thereby strengthening the position o the Left which had long
argued for this kind o economic intervention.® Economic nationalism
becameasolidstream d L eft and nationalist programmes. Inthewordsd
one commentator:

Indigenismisal soinfluenced by theextent to which theideology of nationalismissocialist.
Independencemovementsin Southeast Asia, to asubgtantial degree, wererecr uited from
elementsuncommitted by ownership of property or job security. Furthermore, because
socialismisidentifiedwith social and economicreformin theindustrial West, it appealsto

nationalistelementswhether evolutionary or revolutionary. Thisappeal isreinforced. . .
by the Western socialist tradition of opposition to colonialism. #

This was clear in Burma, Indonesia and, in a more limited way,
Thailand, Malayaand the Philippines. In Indonesia, for example, most of
the palitical partieswere strongly nationalist and anti-colonialist, and this
was reflected in an anti-foreign capital stance. The PKI was opposed to
foreigninvestment, but it tended to be supportived therole df national
capital, while the PSI (Socidist Party) opposed extreme nationalism.”
Many communistswerea so gregtly heartened by the progressmadeby the
communist partiesin Indochina and China.

By 1950, both nationalistsand the L eft in Southeast Asamust havefelt
that the tide of history was changing. The Philippinesand Indonesiahad
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gained their independence, abeit by very different routes; Thailand had
remained independent; the Chinese communists were in power; the
situationin I ndochi nawasin the bal ance; communi stshad launchedarmed
struggles in Mdaya and Singapore, the Philippines (the Hukbal ahap
rebellion), Indonesia (the Madiun affair), and Burma.®

The history of the L eft in Southeast Asiaoften ignoresthe contribution
made by thelegal socialist movement. Thisignorancestemsfrom thefact
that, by the early 1950s, most socialists had taken an anti-communist
stance, even amongst thosewho wereat theforefrontof the Asiansocialist
movement. Many presented an unusual position by supporting the Chi-
nese Revolutionwhileopposingcommunistsin Southeast Asia. Thisgroup
adopted what the then Burmese PrimeMinister U BaSwe called 'revolu-
tionary democratic Socialist methodsto improvethe standard o living of
themasses. . .’. For Josey, 'Asian socialism' wasabout easingthe under-
development o theregion and the poverty of millionsthroughsomeform
o collectivism. It was interested in social welfare, and socialists 'were
nationalists first', opposing coloniaism and imperialism by 'democratic,
egalitarian and fraternal' methods. Significantly, Asian socialism was
opposed to capitalismbecaused itslinkswith colonialism, but opposed to
communism, which it saw as totalitarian.”

The connection emphasised here, between nationalism, anti-
colonidism and socialist and communist movements, was crucid. Of
course, the relationship between each o these political elements varied
accordingto local conditions. For example, the PKI, which became the
largest communist party in the non-communist world, came to see that:

the nationalis movement, and later the national state, might be captured by Marxiam

through peaceful means and, having been capturedideologically, would naturally admit
Marxigtsto positionsof power."

However, in Malaya, the communistshad abandoned peaceful and consti-
tutional oppositionto the reinstitutiond colonialism, and had embarked
on an armed struggle. The MCPwas unabl e, though, to establish fully its
struggle as a national movement.

Given the united front tacticscommonly used against colonia powers,
left-winginfluencecan easily beexaggerated by conflatingit with national -
ism and anti-colonialism. However, if socidist revolutionsel sewherehave
occurred with little or no consent amongst the population to socialist
values®, and created problemsthereafter, then the successful conclusion
of nationalist strugglesin Southeast Asiacertainly did not leavesocialist
ideasin any better position. The L eftwassoon moved off thelegal political
stage. Thereasonfor this had littleto do with thesuccessof Left ideol ogy
or values, but with the ability of the Left to buildlinkswith labour, andin
some cases the peasantry, and the West's perception of the success of
International Communism.
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Working and living conditions had deteriorated during the war, with
food and commaodity shortagesand inflation common. Under such condi-
tionsworker unrest increased, with the Left and the anti-colonial move-
ment ableto capitaliseon this. By 1947, for example, the M CP-dominated
Singapore GL U controlled three-quartersd theorganisedwork force. In
Thailand, labour organisation increased, and a major labour confedera-
tion, the Central Labour Union (CLU) wasformed. A new generation of
labour leaders, much influenced by Marxism and close to the CPT,
emerged to lead the Thai labour unions. Their approach wes attractive,
and by early 1949, CLU membership was 60,000. In Indonesia, the PKI
aso had strong linkswith labour which supported its programme.™

Theradical wingdf thelabour movement can beseenasapart o therise
of amoregeneralised Left discourse. As Reynoldsobserved for Thailand,
‘. .. there was a distinctly Left orientation in Bangkok public discourse
for adecadeor so after World War I1."™ Thiswas common throughout the
region. For example, in Mdaya and Singapore, while the colonid state
attempted to repress labour after 1948, this was temporary. The funda-
mental grievances d students and workers, when combined with the
unprecedentedstrength df anti-colonial feeling, were manifestedin a new
phase in the development of independent organisations. This involved
labour, students and, for the first time, formal political parties which
geared-up for the achievement d self-government. The radical unions
played a critical role in mobilising the massesin this broad movement.
Most of the strikes in Singapore involved demands for the release of
imprisoned union officials, or were part of the broader Left strategy of
keeping pressure up for full salf-government.™

Throughouttheregion,afeatured thisperiodwasthelinkingd arange
of politicallyactivegroupswithincivil society. L eftist discourse, especialy
in labour circles, employed conceptsd class, dassstruggle, and exploita-
tion, serioudy challenging colonialist and nationalist rhetoric which em-
phasised capitalist development. Significantly, whilst the authorities
readily employed internal security forces and legidation to detain labour
leaders and proscribe cultural and social organisationsin which the Left
wasinfluential, these moveswerenot initially successful. Far morerepres-
sve measureswere required. Aslabour conflictscontinued, governments
soon defined these actions as unlawful and as constituting ‘revolt’, and
anti-communi st laws were made increasingly draconian. For example, in
Thailand, the1952 Act prevented attackson the privateenterprisesystem
and outlawed acts defined as ‘creating instability, disunity, or hatred
among the people, and taking part in actsd terrorismor sabotage.™ This
did not end labour disputes, but it did restrict Left-wing influence in the
labour movement. I n the Philippines, once the Left's influence had been
reduced, collective bargai ningwas expanded after 1951.

The seemingly bright prospectsfor the Left after World War 11 were
tarnished by the Cold War and therised US-sponsoredanti-communism
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and anti-neutralism. Asiswell-known, the USand other Western powers,

shocked by the'loss of Chinaand Eastern Europe, and an apparent threat

in Korea, moved quickly intothe Cold War. Of course, Southeast Asiawas

not immune from this, being seen to be in the path of a southward

movement of communism. Asone US policy document explained:
[S]outh of theominousmassthat isRed China, Thailand,alongwith her embattled but stilk
freeneighbours, sharesa peninsula. The Communistswant it. They covet itsriches. . . .
They consider it [Thailand] a prizebase, for likean oriental scimitar, the peninsula'stip is
pointed at thethroat of Indonesia. . . . In Malaya, Burmaand Indo-China, Communist-
led rebesplunder, kill and burn."

ThisCold War mentality transl ated to support for actively pro-Western
and pro-business governments, In Thailand, for example, the US sup-
ported, withthehelpof theCI A, generalsin thepoliceand army whowere
opposed to the Left. There is no doubt that this support for repressive
political structures (the military, police and internal security) was crucia
in narrowing the political space, even for democrats and nationalists.
Throughout Southeast Asia the US supported anti-communists: in Indo-
china, supporting the French, and then becoming directly involved;
against Sukarno and the PKI in Indonesia, championing the military;
supporting Magsaysay in the Philippines, against the Huk rebellion; in
Burma and Cambodia against leaders defined as 'dangerously neutral’;
and in Malaya, supporting the British in their anti-Communist war.

This anti-communismfitted well the domestic agendas of increasingly
authoritarian regimes whose repression was justified on the basis o
developmental imperatives. The Left wasincreasingly identified as'alien’
and asa fifth column' movement, and this perspective was supported by
Western powers. It alsofounditself havingto defend itspolitical organisa-
tions, developed in the nationalist campaigns, as others moved to mar-
ginalise them from the political process and weaken their basesin civil
society, most notably in trade unions. Thisabsorbed much of the creative
energy o socialist and communist movements. Externally, the Cold War
climate necessarily meant various pressures would be exerted to under-
minesocialist economi cexperimentsand shore up market-oriented econo-
mies. Thus, by the mid- to late-1950s, throughout Southeast Asia, the
Left, including anti-Communist socialists who had supported constitu-
tional opposition, was being repressed or forced underground. In many
places, repression resulted in an intensificationdf armed struggles.

Thel970s
During the 1970s, while not as regionally widespread asduring the earlier
periods discussed above, there were significant attempts to expand civil
society. This took place in a quite different environment from that in
earlier epochs: al of thecountries of theregionwereruled by post-colonial
regimes, communist-led armed strugglesin the Philippinesand Thailand
appeared to begaining strength; and the USintervention in Indochinawas
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coming to an end, on a wave d opposition in the West. The eventual
victoriesfor the communist movementsin Indochinainitially gave consid-
erableimpetusto the L eftin Southeast Asia. Again, it shouidbe emphas-
ised that much o the opposition which developed was related to
conceptions o anti-imperialism and economic stagnation or decline,
associated with thefirst oil shocks.

For example, the extreme dependence o the Singapore economy on
external demand meant that the mid-1970srecession hit hard, with heavy
joblossesin manufacturingindustries, with official unemployment reach-
ing 4.6% in 1975. The ruling People's Action Party's (PAP) tame union
organisationwas unabl e to effectively represent worker interests, present-
ing an opportunity for ashort-lived reviva in the student movement. The
students had widened their agenda to include the promotion o civil
libertiesand linkswith workers. The latter prompteda swift reactionfrom
thegovernment, resultingin theconvictiond student leadersfor ‘unlawful
assembly' and'rioting' and the student union havingitsfundsplaced under
the control of the university administration and Ministry of Education.
The student union was barred from engaging in or making pronounce-
mentson mattersaf a political natwre. ™

The role of students in Singapore was seemingly part of a pattern
throughout the region. Between the late sixties and 1975, students were
active in most o the countries of the region: in Indonesia, students
protested Japanese economic domination; in the Philippines, students
were active until martial law was introduced in late 1972, with the
breakaway Maoist Communist Party of the Philippinesformed by student
leaders and intell ectual sin 1968; and in Malaysia, studentsdemonstrated
in 1974. The most remarkabl estudent activism was, however,in Thailand
in1973, wherestudents and intell ectual sbrought thousandsadf peopleinto
the streets to overthrow a military dictatorship.

Such student activism grew, in part, out o a massive expansion of
tertiary education, but aso out o the changes taking place in social
structures through the growth o import-substituting industrialisation.
Regional governments, however, having observed Western studentschal -
lenging their own governmentsin the late 1960s, were decidedly uncom-
fortable with the prospect o student radicalism which they saw &as
subversiveand mani pul atedby the L eft. Theresult wasthat many took the
Singaporeroad, introducing repressive measures.

Thesestudent activistsdid not operate in avacuum, and the exampleof
Thailand showed that students and intellectual s could be powerful forces
for the expansion of political space. Indeed, the growth d solidarity
movements between students, workers, peasants and the downtrodden
wasgreetly feared by the governmentsof the region, especidly asstudents
wereseen asalliesd thecommunists. But. by thelate1970s. authoritarian
governments had again moved to closethe paolitical opening, and repres-
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sive regimesdominated the political stage throughout the late 1970s and
into the 1980s the Marcos dynasty and its lackeys kept the pressure on
through martial law, although some concess onswere made; Thailand had
amilitary government again, althoughlimited el ectionswerereintroduced
in the early 1980s; New Order Indonesia was till under a military-
dominated government, and Suharto appeared stronger than ever; Lee
and the PAP had further entrenched themsalves in Singapore, having
arrested more than 100 ‘communists and harassed dl legal opposition;
and the Malaysian government had cracked down on opposition groups.

For the L eft, theonly glimmer o hopein thispolitical gloom might have
been the establishment of self-declared socidist governmentsin Laos,
Vietnam and Cambodiaand the expanson of communist-ledrebellionsin
Thailand and the Philippines. But thiscameto nothing. In Cambodia, the
Pol Pot regime embarked on a reign of terror and hyper-rationalism
which, whileinitially supported by many on the L eft, was only concluded
when Vietnam invaded. The result o this was a brief but bloody war
between China and Vietnam, which threw most o the Left in Southeast
Asainto confusion.™ Thisconfusion was amplified by the strangesight o
the US and ASEAN supporting their former enemy, the murderous
Khmer Rouge.

Thesestrangeeventsalsohad muchtodowiththeimplosiond the CPT.
In 1977 the CPT could claim more than 15,000 under its banner, and was
waging an armed struggle, apparently with considerable success, rein-
forced by thousandswho had fled right-wing repression after the 1976
coup. However, the CPT, dominated by aleadershipalied to China, had
been unableto incorporate the young and idealistic revol utionariesfrom
urban areas. In supportingthe Khmer Rougeand China, the CPT lost its
basesin Vietnamand L aos, and then'lost’ itsinternal debatewith students
and intellectuals who willingly accepted a government amnesty. By the
early 1980s, the CPT wasdead. Only in the Philippines, whereantagonism
to Marcos united the opposition in away not seen since the War, did an
armed struggle continueand grow. Even here, however, there were splits
within the Party"

It should aso be noted that the changing nature o international
production had a mgjor impact in the region. The tendency of interna-
tional capital, beginning in the 1960s, was to transfer labour-intensive
manufacturing production to the devel opingworld to exploit lower labour
costs. Not only did thisboost economicgrowthin East Asa(Hong Kong,
Taiwan and South Korea), but it alsoproved timelyfor SoutheastAsia. For
example, following the mid-1960s failure o the politica merger with
Malaysia, Singapore's policy-makers realised that with no prospect for a
larger market for manufactured goods - the basisd Singapore's import-
substitution industridisation (1Sl) strategy — a different strategy was
required. Singapore led the way, to be followed by Maaysia, Thailand
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and, to alesser extent, Indonesiaand the Philippines,in movingto amore
export-oriented industrialisation (EOI) strategy.

Such amovein productiondid not causeany declined the L eft; indeed,
since the move from ISI to EOI actually expanded the industrial work
force, it might have been expected thiswould enhancethe Left's political
potential. However, asthe region's states moved to create their compara-
tive advantage aslow wage manufacturing sites, independent unionswere
smashed, seriously weakeningthe Left."

At thesametime, threeother nailsappeared poisedto bedrivenintothe
coffinof theLeftinSoutheast Asia: first, themoveto'market socialism'in
China; second, the political and economiccollapsein Eastern Europe; and
third, the amazing economic success of the capitalist Southeast Asian
countries (with the Philippines the exception), in stark contrast to the
stagnationaf the Indochinacountries. But, aswe have already suggested,
thisis not the end o history, and there is reason to embark on a deeper
anaysis of political and economic change and the opportunities this
providesfor the L eft.

The Left and Contemporary Southeast Asia

Asnoted at the beginningd this essay, the1980sand 1990s appear bleak
for the Left in Southeast Asia. Thisis a paradox; think about the most
enduringaf L eft strategies— support of labour. Aswehavenoted, thisarea
of activism has been seen by variouskindsdf regimesasa powerful threat.

If, however, we examine the rapid economic development of Southeast
Asia, driven by strong, local, capitaist classes, then the current epoch
should suggest an opportunityfor the L eft, organisingamong thegrowing
workingclass. Asyet, this has not been the case. Why?

An important point to emphasiseisthat changesto theglobal political
economy have facilitated a postive capitaist alternativefor developing
countries which has greetly undercut socialism's potential appeal in the
region. One o thesewas, of course, the search by international capital for
the low-cost manufacturing export baseswhich began in the 1960s. More
recently, the conceptualisation by international capital d the globa
economy in terms o three economic regions— Europe, North America,
and the Asa-Pacific— has meant a 'regional fiscus’.™ Thisemphasisesthe
importanced honing operationsto the peculiaritiesof loca marketsand
affordsmore autonomy to transnational corporations(TNC) subsidiaries.
Consequently, Asia is elevated from the status of a site for low-cost
productionto be exported to consumer marketsel sewhereto acrucial set
of marketsin itsown right. Commensuratewith thisisa preparednessby
transnational corporations(TNC) toinvestin higher value-added products
and processes— both within and beyond the manufacturing sector — than
was previoudy the case. In conjunction with the internationalisation of
capital emanatingfrom the region and theforging of structural linkages
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between the different regional economies, thisinvestment pattern further
bolsterscapitalismin the region.

This process appears to be deepening capitalist accumulation, giving
rise to a capital development alternative in Southeast Asia.* For the
argument here, thesignificantissueisthat remarkabl ecapitalist economic
development (with the exception o the Philippines) has been achieved
with associated authoritarianism. I|ndeed, Southeast Asian leaders have
used economic success to boost their political legitimacy and to justify
authoritarian regimesin Thailand, Singaporeand Indonesia.

Soitisnot just the negative example o state-led socialist experiments
around the world that has reduced the appeal o socidism in Southeast
Asia, but the demonstrable achievementsd capitalismin Asia and the
seemingly bright prospectsit holdsfor thefuture. Thishasbeen especialy
noticeable in Thailand. Many d those who joined the CPT in the 1970s
and 1980s have returned to urban life to become successful business
people, suggestingthat communism was a dead-end. They arguethat the
best they can now hopefor isacapitalismwith some heart, meaning that
somed itsrough, exploitativeedgesaretaken off. Inessence, 'socialism as
collectivism' is no longer a supportable goal, even for some on the Left,
and has been replaced by a growinginterest in morelimited but laudable
political godsincluding human rights, liberty, constitutions, and repres-
entativeforms.

Paradoxically, it isthesuccessd capitalist revolutionsand the declineof
socialist models which have raised the prospect of political change. The
social transformationsin Southeast A sian societieshave not only involved
the expanson o capitalist and working classes, but the emergence d
sizeable middle classes, with each o these classesbeing segmented.* The
social, political and cultural manifestationsof this process are complex,
and thereisaliteraturewhich sees pressuresfor new organisational forms
to protect and advance the particular interests d these strata as an
unavoidable byproduct of economic devel opment.

As we have aready argued, the historical evidence contradicts the
assumptionthat the development of civil society in capitalist societiesisa
progressive and incremental outcome of economic growth. Rather, civil
soci ety hasebbed and flowed in the region throughout thiscentury. For us,
thesignificancedt the current social transformationsbrought by advanced
formsd capitalist accumulationliesin thenatured new social groups. As
we have seen, at different periodsin the respective historiesdf Southeast
Asiansocieties, aranged social groups have succeededin expanding the
political space outsidethe state, even if this space has subsequently been
closed as authoritarian regimes havereasserted their dominance.

Whereas independent |abour organisations have been central to this
periodicreconstitution of civil society in the past, what issignificantin the
current expanson o civil society is the greater social differentiation
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characterising the groups involved. It isimportant to acknowledge the
expanding complexity of Southeast Asian socid structures. The in-
creasingly numerousand differentiated middleclass, encompassesarange
o professionals, public and private bureaucrats and the self-employed.
The growth of thisclassis generated out d expanded capitalist devel op-
ment, which also sees an ever more complex bourgeoisclass engaged in
diverse domestic and global accumulation strategies. Not surprisingly,
these processesgenerate new political aspirationsand demands, some of
which reflect the new material conditions. Hence, environmental and
consumer organisations have joined professional and employer associa-
tionsto establish their identity in civil society.

From the mid-1980s, there has been a rapid expansion of businessand
professional organisationsin many parts of Southeast Asia. In Indonesia
and Thailand at least, some of these groups have achieved considerable
power. A new literature, much of it placing a heavy emphasison instru-
mental relationships between business and government, has emerged in
recent years. MacIntyre has demonstrated that industry associationsand
businessgroups have been able to use the Indonesian state's corporatist
structuresto derive benefitswhich arefor their members, and not for the
state. This, he argues, involves an expansion of political representation.
For Thailand, Maclntyre suggests that the representation o organised
businesson joint government bodies has alowed it to deal directly and
independently with government and shape policy. Anek, aso writing on
Thailand, arguesthat business associations have become autonomousof
the state, acting as interest groups, that organised business has had a
significantinfluenceon the pattern d economicdevel opment,and that like
‘... South Korea, Tawan and Singapore, there are ‘. .. close and
supportive relations between the government and organized
business. . .".#

Even in Singapore, and despitethe government's brusguetreatment of
non-state groupsin the 1980s, notably the Law Society and lay religious
organisations *, some middle-class and professonal organisations have
emerged or becomemore activein recent years. The most notabled these
have been the Nature Society of Singapore, the Associationdf Womenfor
Action and Research, and the Association d Mudim Professionals
(AMP). The evolution o these three groups reflects a perception that
exigting political structuresinadequately accommodate distinctive views
and interests.

Aswestressed earlier,followingBernhard, theexistenced autonomous
organisations requires the sanction o the state. This means that the
existenced somed theseorganisationscan be highly conditional: assoon
as the state definestheir activitiesas politica, they arein trouble. Thisis
especialy so in the Singapore case, wherelegidation meansthey face the
threat of de-registration should they be seen to pose a chalengeto the
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PAP’s authority by acting 'politically’. Equaly, the threat d being co-
opted by the governmentisreal, asthe AMPin Singaporedemonstrates.
The threat of co-option and corporatism has meant that it is sometimes
difficult to distinguish between state and non-state organisations. For
example, in Thailand, the government ordered the establishment o
provincid chambersd commerce, whileclaimingthat they areprivateand
voluntary.

Nevertheless, and despite the moderate political objectivesd many of
these organisations, some do represent attempts to negotiate increased
political space, separatefrom the state's extensive bureaucraticstructures.
Through the demarcationd this non-state space, some form o political
contestation becomes possible. This is true even if, in order to avoid
proscription and co-optation, contestation can neither be confrontational
nor particularly public. Even so, owing to the classnatured the constitu-
encies and leaderships d these organisations, being disproportionately
middle class, contestation will inevitably be circumspect. Many o them
aso proclaim, asthey must, a non-ideological position,and itisfair tosay
that they see themselvesin thislight.

At thesametime, the position of independent labour organisationshas
substantially altered. In the past, linkages between labour and political
opposition movements have posed a challenge to authoritarian regimes,
both colonia and post-colonial. But thelegacy of decadesd authoritarian
rule has been seriously destabilising for labour. The institutionalised
incorporation o labourinto thestructuresd thestateisnow wel advanced
throughout the region, and the existenced’ independent |abour organisa-
tionsis everywhere threatened.

Today, the under-privileged, who are not often wage labourers, find
their interests being represented by groups outside labour movements.
NGOs arenot only leadingthis, but are alsocritical avenuesfor expanding
the political space o civil society. Significantly, though, the agendas and
constituenciesd such independent organi sationsdo not afford labour the
control and influence offered by trade unions. Noned thisrulesout the
possibility o theL eft shaping politicsin contemporary Southeast Asia, but
it doessuggest that the sitesd strugglewill be varied, aswill the politica
dliancesinvaolving the Left. Neither are the sitesd struggle necessarily
going to be the constitutional oppositionsand politica parties. After all,
the experiencein Southeast Asia has been that parliamentsand elections
do not necessarily mean increased popular representation. The rise of
capitalism, middle classes and electoral politics can increase representa-
tion for some classes, but not necessarily for the masses.™

In Southeast Asiathere are variousopposition groups and movements
outside this narrow, party political focus, and many o these operatein a
manner which distinguishesthem from the influence or lobby groups so
central in libera-pluralist democratictheory. Specifically, they areactivist
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and do not appear to act asmoreor lessnarrow advocacy groups, for they
marshall support from a range of groups and classes in society. Good
examples o this kind of non-state group are the activist devel opment
NGOswhich havebecomeimportant political actorssincetheearly 1980s.

There hasbeen considerabl eenthusiasm concerningthe political poten-
tial of NGOs. For example Jones, writingof Southeast Asia, arguesthat:

.. .NGOs. . . havebeen chippingaway at entrenched power structures. . . . [TJhey have

played a critical rolein forcing governmentsto listen to the demands of the poor, the
marginalised and the abused.s

Not al analysts are so enthusiastic, pointing out that many NGOs are
not non-governmental at all, having been co-opted by government, and
noting that many areself-interested and self-promoting.* | ndeed, theroles
of NGOsin Southeast Asiavary, fromthe high profileactivisma NGOsin
the Philippinesand Thailand, to a more moderate rolein Indonesiaand
Maaysia, very limitedin Singapore, tovirtual non-existencein Burmaand
Laos. Even dlowing for this, the political role of NGOs has been
remarkable.

In theory, NGOs are defined as voluntary and non-profit associations
with development-oriented goals. Therefore, NGOs are not necessarily
defined as political opposition by governments, at least initially. Indeed,
NGOs often shy away from ingtitutionalised relationships with political
parties, arguingthat political partiescan be no morethan aliesof NGOs,
not their leaders.® However, as NGOs have matured and so-caled
grassrootsdevel opment strategi eshaveemerged, so their political role has
been delineated. Whilenot al NGOsare palitically radical, in Southeast
Asia, many have experienced a degreed radicalisation.

It is often argued that this radicalisation is due to the nature of their
development activities. Sasono points out that most NGOs are not 'the
grassroots, and infact are most often drawnfrom 'urban intellectual sand
middleclassgroups, and the NGOs are certainly not social movements.
Despitethis, he arguesthat they act in aclass-biased manner, working for
the poor, and taking risks, knowing the economic and political costs
involved ™

A new devel opment NGO ideol ogy hasevolvedout of their work. Many
have learnt that development practice cannot be neutral and that em-
powerment o the poor, disorganised and disenfranchised is the key to
red’ development. In addition, poverty has been defined as a politica
issue, aspoverty hasalot to dowith powerlessness. NGOshavel earnt that
development projects are more successful «. . . if they are based on
people's own andysisd the problemsthey face and their solutions"* In
essence, this suggests an approach to participation, representation and
collectiveaction, where political action on anational or eveninternational

stageis necessary.
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In other words, their ideology and methodol ogiescreate an imperative
for NGOsto expandthe political spaceat dl levelsdf their operations. As
has been demonstrated in al of the countriesof Southeast Asia, thiscan
involve the building d oppositional codlitions between unions, devel op-
ment groups, women, religious groups, and environmentalists. Most
importantly, andlikethe L eftin earlier periods, NGOsass & dissidentsby
maintaining an intellectual life, providing space for ideological debate.™

The oppositional status of NGOsis demonstrated where authoritarian
regimes have been replaced by more representativeforms, such as in
Thailand, the Philippines. In Thailand, NGOs played leading and co-
ordinatingrolesin theeventsdf 1991 and 1992 which eventualy led to the
demised amilitary government. Earlier, in 1986, NGOsplayed asimilar
role in overthrowing the Marcos regime.” Significantly, following these
events, many o the NGOs till find themselves having to challenge
government at all levels, supporting the poor and arguing for greater
representati onand participati onin policy-makingat all levels. Much o this
tension between NGOsand governmentsarisesfrom differingapproaches
to development.

Concluding Remarks

In Southeast Asia, asel sewhere, capitalismhasnot hadacompl etevictory.
Rather, with the rapid maturation of capitalism, the social shortcomings
and contradictionsa market rel ationsincreas ngly manifest themselvesin
political problems for governments in the region. Many of the existing
conflicts and disputes in Southeast Asia are fundamentally about the
naked exploitation and oppression o capitalism, both in the human and
environmental dimensions. Where economic development is most ad-
vanced, increased conspicuousconsumption only highlightsmaterial ine-
qualities. Heightened resentment o authoritarian political structures
amongs the relatively-privileged classes is also evident. Indeed, the
demandspeopleare makingare not for sociaism, but for representationin
policy-making. It isthisdynamicwhich underliesthe recent devel opment
of independent organisations and the push for an expanded civil society.
Socialism, d course, has much to say about issuesdf representationand
participation, and these conceptsare not necessarily linked in the public
mind to capitalism.

Current attempts in Southeast Asia to create an expanded sphere of
public politica space thus have a special significancefor the Left. At this
point in time, such a development offersthe best avenuefor mounting a
challengetothevauesd capitalism-and, mostimportantly, contestingthe
power structures in support d that system. The extension o non-state
political space is a hecessary precondition for any such challenge to be
effective, though not in itsalf indicatived it. It still remainsthat struggle
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withinnon-stateorganisationsisrequired to ensureL eft valuesand agenda
are advanced, and certainly some organisations are more favourable
arenasfor the Left than others.

Aswe have seen in thisdiscussion, there are some emerging non-state
organisations whose class composition predisposes them toward rather
limited formsof contestation over state power. They are jockeyingwithin
the political system to operate asinterest or lobby groups and are vulner-
able to co-optation. Others, namely the activist NGOs, demonstrate
broader objectives and are more removed from the constitutional political
process. Totheextent that thelatter exploit their locationincivil society to
agitate for an empowerment of underprivileged classes, they represent a
forcefor substantive democracy, and onethrough which left valuescan be
promoted. Whilst these organisations do not constitute social or political
movements, they have the potential to precipitate them through the
legitimation of class-based action. In this sense, they are not so much
alternativestomoretraditional L eft organisations, such astrade unions, as
complements to them.

The economic triumph of capitalismin Southeast Asia, then, does not
close off democratic possibilities; nor, however, does it set in train an
inexorable, even if protracted, force for politica pluralism. Rather, it
representsanother historical opportunity for the establishment of a more
expansive civil society. This, in turn, creates the possibility of politically
contesting the exercise of state power from outside the formal political
structures of thestateitself. Certainly we arealong way short of realising
that possibility, but if this is a priority of the Left, current politica
developments in Southeast Asia are nowhere near as depressing as their
surface appearances suggest.

It might bethat on thisoccasionthe political spacewill be more resilient
and lessvulnerable to repression than it has been in the past. A possible
reason for thisisthat important elementswithin the capitalist and middle
classesappear to be supportive of the current expansion of political space
and increased representation for their interests. Thisis an added dimen-
sion, because in the past the dominant classes were often supportive of
authoritarian reversals, sincethey perceived the push for increased politi-
cal space as being led by working class organisations, supported by
communists and socialists.

Webelievethat these political changes offer great potential for the L eft
inSoutheast Asia. LikeWood, wefeel that thetimeisripefor thoseonthe
Left to providethedefinitivecritiqueof capitalism.” At present, however,
the Left is not doing this. Rather, the expanded political space is being
dominated by organisations of the middle class and capitalists. The Left
should present its critique of capitalism and its class analysis by forming
aliances with the progressiveelements of Southeast Asian politics. This
might be achievedif thoseon the Left bring their skillsand analysistothe
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membership of many progressivegroups— quite a different strategy from
that in previousepochs, when the communist and socialist partieswerein
the progressive vanguard.
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