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Abstract 

The upsurge in popular uprisings the world over has provoked 
discussions as to whether the winds of revolt will blow east and reach the 
shores of Southeast Asia. This paper argues that Southeast Asian 
countries have successfully, albeit imperfectly, conducted their political 
transitions. Within an environment of active social movement 
participation as well as electoral politics, most countries in Southeast 
Asia are gradually moving ahead in terms of establishing a political 
culture based on more open political competition and citizen 
participation. However, problems remain and so continuing vigilance 
among social movements is needed to ensure that politics remains a 
process of expanding the space for more engagement among the 
citizenry. A more in-depth exploration of Malaysian politics provides an 
illustrative case study for examining Southeast Asian politics. 
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1. Introduction 

Throughout history, human beings have complained. From the 
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uncollected garbage to the quality of political leadership, men and women 
express their discontent. Some register their grievances to their next door 
neighbours; others sign a petition, attend public hearings, join a rally, a 
picket line or a protest action. In cases not too few to mention, some 
undertake extreme measures through well-planned attacks against 
entrenched authority. Through relatively rare, history is likewise a record 
of attempts to burn down the house. 

While individuals may complain about the inconveniences of daily life, 
others explore a range of diverse methods to redress grievances 
collectively. Thus, they band together and get organized. Their efforts are 
no longer random and their complaints cease to be the subject only of the 
day’s coffee breaks. Rather, they undertake planned and systematic 
action, often ending as public displays of discontent, oftentimes noisy, 
confrontational and disruptive. They seek solutions to open dialogue even 
while many of their friends and colleagues wave the banners, shout the 
slogans and guard the street barricades. They contact the media, write 
position papers and create organizational structures for leadership, daily 
management, coordination and control. What is significant, however, is 
that these are normal features of social life, not an aberration, distraction, 
passing fad or fashion. 

The outcomes of such efforts vary. Some have resulted in outright 
changes in procedural and substantive policy changes. Others provoked 
regime changes that reflect fundamental shifts in ideas, values, beliefs 
and ideologies. Sometimes the changes are cosmetic, as when the old 
guard is merely replaced by a new set of gatekeepers, leaving the ancien 
regime intact. But where overhauls to the political system occur, there is 
a radical departure from conventional practice and a definitive break from 
the past. 

Well before the Arab Spring, a number of Southeast Asian countries 
experienced their own political upheavals. In all of them, grievances were 
channeled via organized efforts of social movements. In countries that 
have narrower opportunities for public redress, citizens have cleverly 
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maneuvered within tightly controlled spaces mainly through electoral 
contests or through benign social causes that do not directly challenge 
entrenched authority. Some have succeeded in getting their messages 
across, created dents, raised questions and expanded spaces for public 
discourse. For those countries which have succeeded, they redirected the 
course of political life and a qualitative shift has occurred, as in the case 
of the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand. In all of these countries thus 
far, political strife has not resulted in civil wars. This is perhaps the 
singular feature that distinguishes protest action in Southeast Asia from 
the Middle East. 

This paper will draw comparative lessons from Southeast Asian 
countries, notably Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. 
References to Burma and Singapore are inescapable, given their very 
recent experience with concerted citizens' action via electoral contests. 

2. Critical Definitions 

While social movements and protest action often go together, these terms 
are not synonymous and should not be used interchangeably. The 
sociologists Jeff Goodwin and James Jasper define social movements as 
“collective, organized, sustained, and non-institutional challenges to 
authorities, power holders, cultural beliefs and practices.” Revolutionary 
movements fall under this definition, yet it is a mistake to lump these two 
terms together. The latter, at minimum, seeks to overthrow the 
government or the state, often through violent methods. However, many 
other social movements throughout history have sought to challenge 
authority through non-violent means (e.g., the Civil Rights Movement in 
the United States in the 60s). Thus, while all revolutionary movements 
are social movements, not all social movements are revolutionary. 

Protest, on the other hand, refers to the act of “challenging, resisting, or 
making demands upon authorities, power holders, cultural beliefs, and 
practices by some individual or group.” Individuals may challenge and 
resist, but they need not be social movement actors. Social movements 
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engage in activities other than protest. They manage organizations, 
conduct awareness sessions and public hearings, recruit members, enter 
into alliances and coalitions and raise funds and resources. Thus, while all 
social movements carry out protest, not all protest activities are 
conducted by social movements. 

In the context of Southeast Asia, where countries are experiencing rapid 
social and cultural change, we regard the emergence of social movements 
as a normal, perhaps even necessary, feature of social life. Safe to say 
that most of these movements have taken the path of peaceful, non-
violent methods and do not seek a revolutionary overthrow of established 
governments. They employ protest in an effort to galvanize citizens’ 
actions towards more responsive and accountable governments. In this 
respect, the rise of social movements in Southeast Asia should be 
regarded as the burgeoning of authentic citizenship and should, therefore, 
be accepted rather than feared. 

In the specific cases of Malaysia and Indonesia, where non-state actors 
and organizations are relatively recent phenomena, the terms “social 
movements,” “civil society,” “civil society agents” (CSAs) and “non-
government organizations” (NGOs) will be used interchangeably. 
According to Malaysian scholars,1 these terms are used to describe a 
“realm of the public sphere to accommodate all discourses and 
organizations … all associations outside the state - not just politically 
engaged groups but also apolitical social welfare, cultural, sports, 
community and other associations.” This definition could include militia 
groups and other “decidedly uncivil organizations,” hence Iris Young 
provides a more inclusive definition: “civic associations and public 
spheres outside state and economy allow self-organization for the 
purposes of identity support, the invention of new practices, and the 
provision of some goods and services. Perhaps even more important, 
public spheres thriving in civil society often limit state and economic 

                                                            
1 See, for example, Iris Young (1999), Meredith Weiss (2006), Ernest Gellner 
(1994), Michael Foley and Bob Edwards (1996) among others.   

11 
 



power and make their exercise more accountable to citizens.” 

3. Sources of Discontent: Persecution, Corruption and 
the Crisis of Political Legitimacy 

All governments, regardless of form, require legitimacy. A government 
that rests on legitimacy strengthens its authority to govern. This principle, 
articulated by the political philosopher Frederick Barnard, is premised on 
the notion of a “social contract” which government enters into with its 
citizens. Governments have obligations and the citizenry maintains 
vigilance to ensure that these obligations are honoured. The greater the 
adherence to the social contract by government and citizens, the stronger 
the legitimacy of governments to rule. 

One of the most evident causes of the rise of social movements in 
Southeast Asia is the perceived crisis in political legitimacy, that is, when 
the social contract is perceived as violated and broken. Citizens seek its 
restoration and social movements are avenues through which 
governments are held to account for their performance vis-à-vis the social 
contract. The earliest challenge came from the Philippines during the 
regime of Ferdinand Marcos. Following the assassination of opposition 
Senator Benigno Aquino in August 1983, social movements proliferated 
as if overnight and they sustained protest campaigns over a period of 
three years. In 1986, Ferdinand Marcos called for a snap election. Social 
movements went into full gear, prepared for the electoral challenge and 
threw their support behind the assassinated senator’s widow, Corazon 
Aquino. Social movement participants viewed the electoral contest as the 
occasion with which to challenge the regime and to construct a new 
social contract. The huge turnout of eligible voters signified the 
seriousness among Filipinos of their desire for a new mandate. 

When the electoral results showed that Mrs. Aquino had lost the election, 
the citizens of Metro Manila rose up in vigorous protest to challenge 
what many considered was a fraudulent outcome. A four-day revolt 
ensued and culminated in what is today popularly billed as “people 
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power,” that is, a massive display of about a million peaceful protestors 
who trooped to Edsa2 to stop the tanks of Marcos. 

The outcome of the election in April 2012 has certainly re-shaped the 
political landscape in Burma. The registration of several political parties 
to vie for elections and the victory of Aung San Suu Kyi is considered as 
a generally positive development. The opening up of political space 
through electoral contests, along with other political reforms (e.g., the 
release of political prisoners and ongoing peace talks among ethnic 
groups), are measures that slowly build political legitimacy in a country 
whose government has, for a long period of time, been regarded as bereft 
of all legitimacy. International response, though guarded, is hopeful. At 
the core of this guarded optimism is the question of whether Burma’s 
electoral and political reforms will result in a new social contract with its 
citizens. Needless to say, the elections have steered the country towards 
new political directions and has opened up political spaces for greater 
participation by the citizens. 

The economy is certainly enjoying a windfall, judging by the sheer 
absence of hotel rooms in Yangon and the sudden rise in the value of real 
estate properties. Prospective investors, business people, journalists, 
academics, philanthropists, tourists and politicians have recently 
descended on Yangon. Almost overnight, Burma has become the second 
most important tourist destination in the world and it is anticipated that it 
will become a new member of the Tigers Club of Asia. 

The same legitimacy question has haunted Thailand since the September 
2006 coup that ousted Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. A deeply 
divided Thailand, based on colour-coded social movements, resulted in 
several uprisings: the yellow shirt movement occupied the international 
airports in late 2008, followed by a counter-uprising by the red shirts in 
2009 and 2010. Massive losses to property and lives have been the most 

                                                            
2 Short for Epifanio de los Santos Avenue, a 26-kilometre stretch of highway 
that traverses through four major municipalities of Metro Manila. 
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visible outcome of this confrontation, yet political resolution was not 
forthcoming. The country’s deep divisions resulted in massive economic 
losses and dealt a blow to tourism, which is one of Thailand’s major 
revenue sources. 

In July 2011, Yingluck Shinawatra, sister of ousted Thaksin Shinawatra, 
won the general election by a convincing majority.  Since the election, 
the social movements have come to an uneasy truce and collective action 
has almost completely disappeared from the streets, albeit no doubt 
temporarily. The new Prime Minister rests on a convincing mandate to 
rule through a widely-accepted legitimate electoral process. It is safe to 
assume that, for the moment, Thailand’s politics has entered a phase that 
gives the new government some breathing room with which to address 
long-standing problems through constitutional and legal means. 

3.1. The Malaysian Crisis. 

In the case of Malaysia, the election this year comes in the wake of the 
acquittal of Anwar Ibrahim, a long-standing opposition politician to the 
Barisan Nasional (BN). The latter is a coalition of about fourteen political 
parties throughout Malaysia and has been the dominant political force in 
the country since independence. In the last general election in 2008, the 
BN suffered major losses to the Pakatan Rakyat, a loose coalition of 
opposition parties headed by Anwar Ibrahim. The opposition won more 
than one-third of parliamentary seats and five state governments 
(Kelantan, Kedah, Penang, Perak and Selangor) turned opposition. Perak, 
however, defected to the Barisan Nasional and re-joined the mainstream. 

Most Malaysians and international observers viewed Anwar Ibrahim’s 
trial the past two years as continuing political persecution against a 
politician who stood the strongest chance of becoming the next Prime 
Minister. Anwar signifies a real threat to the dominance of the BN which 
would come to a halt should Anwar succeed in the forthcoming elections. 
The 1998 trial that pronounced him guilty of sodomy and corruption, 
imprisonment and physical beating by the Inspector General of Police 
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Rahim Noor should have ended his political career. Freed in 2004, he 
made his spectacular comeback in the 2008 election where he led the 
Pakatan Rakyat party to capturing 82 out of 222 seats in Parliament and 
four states turning opposition. This raised fears within the BN once again. 

The ruling coalition won 51.2% of the popular vote as against 64% in 
2008, while the opposition jumped from 9% to 37%. A second sodomy 
trial involving Mohd Saiful Bukhari Azlan in June 2008 rankled many 
Malaysians, viewing this as a second round of persecution to prevent a 
Prime-Minister-in-waiting (Kuppuswamy, 2008). Not only had the attack 
on Anwar backfired, it also signified an increasing sophistication among 
the Malay electorate which “showed their displeasure on the continued 
arrogance and over confidence of the ruling coalition (Walsh, cited in 
Kuppuswamy, 2008)” Tommy Thomas, a Malaysian lawyer and 
commentator, describes “Sodomy 2,” the second case against Anwar 
Ibrahim, as a continuing  “politics of sleaze …. giving gutter politics a 
new meaning (Thomas, 2012).” 

Lim Teck Ghee, a noted policy analyst, citizen-activist and founder of 
the Malaysia-based think tank Center for Policy Initiatives, is critical of 
the “structural deformation of the country’s economy.”  This economic 
deformity, Lim claims, is traceable to specific politicians within the 
ruling BN, who have “accumulated wealth, concealed wealth 
accumulation, and diversi(fied) their wealth havens and assets away from 
Malaysia (Ghee, 2012).” Included in this list of politicians is Taib 
Mahmud, the chief minister of Sarawak, whose family owns shares in 
330 companies in Malaysia and 400 global companies. Sources of his 
wealth allegedly come from timber licenses; surcharge on timber 
exports; kickbacks from timber shipping companies; agency and other 
fees levied on shipping companies; privatisation of government 
companies; illegal logging receipts; federal government contracts; 
alienation of state land to plantations and state contracts. Other wealthy 
Malaysians are cronies of past prime ministers Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, 
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi and the present Prime Minister Najib Razak 
whose accumulated largesse would not have been possible without 
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“government preference and patronage ... and political loyalty to the 
Barisan Nasional.” All have made it to the Forbes list as the richest 
billionaires in Malaysia, collectively worth US$62.5 billion in 2011 
(ibid.). 

According to Transparency International, Malaysia ranks 60th out of 183 
countries in 2011 and has slipped four slots from last year’s ranking of 
56th. It fares better than Thailand (80th), Indonesia (100th), Vietnam 
(112th) and the Philippines (129th). Its score has declined for the third 
consecutive year (4.3 in 2011 versus 4.4 in 2010) and falls below the 
government’s benchmark of 4.9. In addition, the report of TI-Malaysia 
identified the police and political parties as the “most corrupt institutions” 
as well as a “continued close nexus between business and politics in 
Malaysia (The Edge, 2011).” It is thus not surprising that the activation of 
social movements and social movements in Malaysia would focus on 
“justice” and “anti-corruption” as their banner issues. 

In all the Southeast Asian countries discussed above, a crisis in political 
legitimacy becomes attached to specific political personalities who are 
viewed as threats to political elites when the latter’s hold on power had 
become tenuous. From assassinated Philippine opposition senator 
Benigno Aquino to recently-released Aung San Suu Kyi in Burma, the 
clamour for legitimacy acquires a human face, even while the disgruntled 
population rally around these personalities with specific issues of social 
justice and anti-corruption. Interestingly, social movements in all these 
countries opt for an electoral option, thus working within institutional 
means that are offered by a regime which, in and of itself, desires to play 
by the rules of the “legitimacy game.” Despite a lack of popularity, 
regimes seek recourse to legitimate procedures, even incurring the risk of 
potential loss. Thus far, all rulers seek a popular mandate, never mind that 
they might engage in the occasional electoral manipulation to ensure 
longevity. Notwithstanding fraudulent practices in electoral politics in 
Southeast Asia, the quest for political legitimacy should be construed as a 
hopeful development in the evolution of politics in these countries. It 
does augur well for the expansion of the public space for civil society and 
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social movements. 

3.1.1. Income Inequality, Poverty and Development Policy in 
Malaysia 

The New Economic Policy (NEP) inaugurated a new economic era in 
Malaysia. Launched in 1970, the NEP was meant as a policy corrective to 
the perceived economic imbalances allegedly suffered by the ethnic 
Malays relative to their Chinese and Indian counterparts. At the heart of 
the NEP was a racialized affirmative action policy that sought to award 
preferential treatment to Malays (Bumiputera – the sons of the soil), 
reduce inter-ethnic inequality and foster nation building. The NEP would 
also carry a lifespan of twenty years (1970-1990). Interestingly, the NEP 
coincided with the reign of Dr. Mahathir Mohammad. In a book entitled 
“The Malay Dilemma” published in 1970, Dr. Mahathir elaborated on the 
need to “protect the Malays by systematic affirmative action: awarded top 
positions and mandatory ownership of business enterprises, along with 
preferential treatment in public schools, universities, the armed forces, 
the police and the government bureaucracy. Otherwise the “immigrants,” 
as the ruling party still calls the Chinese and the Indians, would take over 
(Buruma, 2009).” 

The strategy consisted of three essential components: 1) provision of 
social services such as health, education, housing and public utilities; 2) 
increase income and productivity of the poor and 3) provide inter-sectoral 
mobility through employment in the modern sectors of the economy and 
out of the low productivity areas. Specific targets were identified to 
increase Bumiputera employment in the industrial sector: increase 
participation in the ownership of share capital in the corporate sector; 
increase the volume of Bumiputera managers and entrepreneurs (Roslan, 
2001). Also, allocation of financial resources from the federal 
government would steadily increase over the twenty-year period. Specific 
allocations were made for poverty reduction and restructuring of society 
(ibid.) which increased steadily from the Second Malaysia Five-Year 
Plan (1971-1975) until the Fifth Malaysia Five-Year Plan (1986-1990). 
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Total federal allocations increased from 8.95 million Malaysian ringgits 
in 1971-1975 (approximately USD2.97 million) to 57.5 million 
Malaysian ringgits in 1986-1990 (approximately USD19.09 million). 
Undoubtedly, the results of the NEP were positive. According to a 1993 
World Bank report, GDP growth averaged 8.3% over the twenty-year 
period, recognizing it as one of Asia’s “economic miracles.” 
Unemployment also decreased from 7.8% in 1970 to 2.8% in 1995. 
Poverty incidence decreased in all ethnic groups, with the ethnic Malays 
registering the biggest drop in poverty rates, from 65% in 1970 to 21.8% 
in 1990. Rural poverty decreased from 58.7% in 1970 to 19.3% in 1990, 
and employment for Bumiputeras increased in all sectors except in 
agriculture. Ownership of share capital increased for Bumiputeras from 
2.4% in 1970 to 20.6% in 1990 and foreigners’ share decreased 
remarkably from 63.4% to 27.7% during the same period. Social 
indicators portray a much-improved quality of life among all Malaysians. 
The country experienced the emergence of a new Malay middle class, in 
particular, a Malay business-middle class, one which, according to 
Raslan, was “never before imagined (ibid.).” 

Yet despite these spectacular successes in economic growth rates and 
increases in household income especially among the Malays, there has 
been a disturbing trend in terms of income inequality among all ethnic 
groups. During the NEP period, the Gini coefficient3 showed 
improvements in income distribution, however after 1990, the Gini 
coefficient began to approximate that of the pre-NEP period. In brief, 
while the NEP was responsible for outstanding achievements in 
improving the lives of all Malaysians, especially those of the rural poor 
and the Malays, the distribution of these benefits worsened during the 
post-NEP period, suggesting that some Malays became wealthier than 
others. Inequality among Malays was sharper in 1997 than among 
Chinese and Indians. Thus, the pro-Malay policy of the NEP was 

                                                            
3A low Gini coefficient indicates a more equal distribution, with 0 
corresponding to complete equality, while higher Gini coefficients indicate 
more unequal distribution, with 1 corresponding to complete inequality. 
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sidelined by stronger concerns for pure economic growth rather than 
equity concerns. As with most growth-driven development strategies, the 
failure to address equity results in unequal distribution of benefits, 
regardless of race, rank or religion. Malaysia was no exception and the 
affirmative action underlying the policy proved to be a ruse to benefit a 
select group of society. Dr. Mahathir himself was quoted saying that  

“The NEP, it must be iterated, was not concerned with 
making all the bumiputeras earn equally, or share 
equally, the wealth distributed amongst them …... The 
intention of the NEP was to create in the bumiputera 
community the same division of labour and rewards as 
was found in the non-bumiputera communities, 
particularly the Chinese ... The equitableness was not to 
be between individuals, but between communities 
(ibid.).” 

Not surprisingly, inequality coupled with excessive corruption within 
society, regardless of race, fuels the discontent in Malaysia today. The 
binding force for social movements is not race, religion or ethnicity but 
rather, a growing and expanding awareness of citizenship and the 
corresponding rights of citizens to demand enforcement of the social 
contract. Ironically, it is the success of the NEP in creating a new middle 
class that has spurred the growth of social movements - the very citizens, 
that is, that Dr. Mahathir most enriched. 

3.1.2. The Rise of a Reform-Minded Middle Class. 

Asia’s middle class is one of the fastest growing population groups in 
the world and is predicted to continue to multiply, particularly in East 
Asia. Economically, this signifies an expansion in consumer markets 
as a greater number of Asian households acquire more disposable 
income and will thus undertake expenditures on non-essential items, 
as well as the demand for services and investments, particularly in 
human capital. Politically, the middle class is a potent force. In many 
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countries experiencing rapid growth and the expansion of the middle 
class, this process has almost always been accompanied by greater 
freedoms, more openness and an adherence to the principles of 
democratic practice.   

Social movements in Southeast Asia have been provoked into existence 
by prosperity, as well as with the excesses and imbalances that it 
engendered. In the Philippines, a middle-class Church-based 
congregation provided the warm bodies for the people power uprisings of 
1986 and 2001.  In Thailand, the red-shirt movement was comprised of 
relatively prosperous farmers predominantly from the Northeast, whose 
accumulated wealth allowed them to mobilize resources as a counterfoil 
to the yellow shirts movement. The latter is comprised of the Bangkok-
based middle classes and traditional elites whose adherence to the 
principles of democracy (hence the People’s Alliance for Democracy) 
included support for a coup that ousted a legitimately-elected Prime 
Minister. 

In Malaysia, social movements came into full fruition with the sudden 
and dramatic departure of Anwar Ibrahim from government in 1999 when 
he was subsequently arrested and tried for sodomy and alleged 
corruption. This singular event created a rallying point for Malaysians to 
organize themselves and forge national unity across racial and religious 
lines. This broad movement was called the Reformasi and galvanized 
action across a cross-section of participants to include professionals, 
students, opposition politicians, and disenfranchised youth. A 
distinguishing feature of Malaysian civil society, as opposed to its 
Southeast Asian counterparts, is the success with which Malaysian social 
movements were able to transcend racial considerations and appeal for 
public welfare issues. This is remarkable in a country where ethnicity and 
race, according to Meredith Weiss, constitutes the “most prominent and 
pervasive line of cleavage in Malaysian politics, economics and society 
(Weiss, 2006:12).” The political comeback, second trial and recent 
acquittal of Anwar Ibrahim witnessed the resurgence of civil society after 
a period of dormancy in the late 1990s to early 2000. These social 
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movements have become even more reinvigorated and have considerably 
matured in their advocacies, taking on issues that increase public 
awareness and deliver concrete results. The most well known is the 
Bersih Alliance. Committed to electoral participation and electoral 
reform, Bersih (which means ‘clean’) successfully launched a campaign 
for vigorous voter turn-out in 2008 and, under the aegis of Bersih 2.0, to 
push for an expanded electoral base in the forthcoming elections in 2012. 
The Bersih campaign in 2007 resulted in a “political tsunami” during the 
elections in 2008 that returned Anwar Ibrahim to power and altered the 
political landscape in Malaysia (Surin, 2010). In anticipation of the 2012 
election, Bersih 2.0 went into full gear in July 2011 to demand for 
electoral reforms that include the removal of postal voting, the use of 
indelible ink, a minimum 21-day campaign period and free access to the 
media. All these measures were meant to stamp out electoral fraud and 
ensure fair and legitimate elections. 

3.1.3. A Malaysian Monsoon. 

The success of the Bersih campaigns leaves some Malaysians worried 
and anxious. Afifi Abdul Razak, a lecturer at the Universiti Utara 
Malaysia likened the Reformasi and Bersih movements to the Arab 
Spring in the Middle East, accusing Bersih participants of being paid 
stooges of “foreign forces (that) are offering aid to the local groups to 
help them topple their own governments like that which happened in the 
‘Arab Spring’ situation (Malaysia Today, 2012).” As the headwinds of 
reform blow even stronger in Malaysia, an equivalent counter-force 
against reform is always the expected reaction. 

The prospects of an Arab Spring-like upheaval in Malaysia are unlikely. 
For one, the growth of civil society and social movements nurtured over 
the past few decades signifies a much wider “political opportunity 
structure”4 than most countries in the MENA region. Weiss (2006) goes 
                                                            
4 This term is derived from an intellectual tradition in social movement 
theory that defines it as the “ … specific configuration of resources, 
institutional arrangements and historical precedents for social mobilization, 
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much further in history, around the turn of the century, when new 
associational forms provided alternative structures for Malays with which 
to affiliate themselves. These new forms were mainly literary, social, 
religious, and “progress” associations. Other forms emulated Western 
associations that included membership clubs for study, sports, recreation 
and cultural activities. These proliferated in the early 1900s and provided 
Malays with “some capacity for social integration and improvement of 
self and society (ibid.:60-1).” These function as social safety nets that 
serve as release valves when there is a build-up of social strains. They 
also help build “social capital,” which is the basis for the thickening of 
social networks that in turn produce and reproduce virtues of trust and 
reciprocity and which are the the necessary ingredients, according to 
Robert Putnam, for a well-functioning society. Thus, while it might be 
tempting to focus solely on Reformasi and Bersih as the pre-eminent 
Malaysian social movements, it would be well worth noting that civic 
associations have existed long before and may have even laid the 
foundation for the emergence of a more politicized social movement in 
the 21st century. 

A second factor is the institutionalization of party politics in Malaysia.  
Despite the dominance of the BN, this has not dampened the ability of 
opposition parties to engage in vigorous electoral contests. The elections 
of 1999 and 2008 are testimonials to the resilience of Malaysian politics 
to engage in electoral contests, however combative. The participation of 
Islamist and Left-leaning political parties as early as the 1950s signifies a 
tradition of party politics that cannot be erased despite efforts by the BN. 
Even more encouraging is the participation of civil society in electoral 
politics, as witnessed in the 1999 and 2008 elections. NGOs and civil 
society organizations worked closely with opposition parties to ensure 
that voters were registered and votes counted. 

Finally, there is the so-called “Anwar factor.” Anwar Ibrahim remains the 

                                                                                                                                
which facilitate the development of protest movements in some instances and 
constrain them in others Kitschfelt, 1986).” 
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animator and catalyst of reform movements in Malaysia today. His 
political revival is significant on at least two levels: first, the ruling party 
needs to be politically astute in dealing with his case, so that this is not 
construed as continuing political persecution. Much as the dominant 
political forces wish to imprint in the public mind that this is a legal case 
and is not politically-motivated, the widespread perception is that 
Anwar’s political fortunes have been tied to the sodomy case and will 
continue to do so because of the threat that Anwar poses to the BN’s 
hegemony in Malaysian politics. Voters are far more aware today, thanks 
to communications technology and increasing participation in public life. 
Second, Anwar remains a potent symbol for Malaysia’s political 
modernization. He is viewed both as a reformer-politician and a coalition-
builder who can straddle the political spectrum from radical Islamists to 
liberal democrats. The opposition victory of the 2008 elections is 
attributed to Anwar’s leadership. He is regarded as a cosmopolitan elite 
who can quote Shakespeare and the Quran in the same sentence. Within a 
wider framework of globalization and regionalization in which Malaysia 
seeks to be a respectable member of the global and regional communities, 
Malaysians look towards a leader who can lead them in these more 
expanded geo-political frameworks. The respect and admiration that 
Anwar has generated internationally due to his political struggles and 
more belatedly, his resurgence, makes many Malaysians deservedly 
proud of their country. 

In brief, it is not an Arab Spring but, rather, a Malaysian monsoon which 
will steadily rain down on the BN party until it is washed away. 

4. Conclusion 

Although talk was some time ago rife with the possibility of an Arab 
Spring contagion in Southeast Asia, this talk has now largely dissipated. 
The region has remained, for the last four decades, relatively peaceful and 
stable. It has also posted one of the highest growth rates in the region. 
Southeast Asians enjoy unrivalled prosperity relative to their African and 
Middle Eastern counterparts. More importantly, Southeast Asia has had 
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its fair share of political upheavals. In the Philippines in 1986 and 2001, a 
vigorous broad-based social movement overturned two decades of 
dictatorship under Ferdinand Marcos and ousted duly-elected Joseph 
Estrada during a failed impeachment trial for plunder and corruption. In 
Thailand, the election of Yingluck Shinawatra may have ended years of 
strife between the red and yellow shirts and the country is enjoying, albeit 
temporarily, a measure of relative stability. In Myanmar, the generals 
have retreated and a new civilian government promises to deliver 
reforms, signaling a new political direction for the country that would 
emulate market-based democracies. In Indonesia, broad-based social 
movements have helped restore democratic practice. 

Further, most of these countries have engaged in party politics despite 
the imperfections in the development of political parties in this region. 
Some countries like Malaysia have experienced the dominance of 
ruling parties such as the BN, which has ruled the country for nearly 
two decades. Yet, opposition politics has made inroads into the ruling 
party and has seen the emergence of a very vigorous electoral contest 
that has challenged the dominance of the BN. Aung San Suu Kyi has 
been transformed from street icon to politician and has announced her 
intention to run for the presidency in 2015 within a framework of an 
open political environment. 

For all Southeast Asian countries, an active electoral culture is in 
place and citizens do take their electoral rights seriously. They insist 
on the legitimacy of their leaders through fair and honest elections. 
This should be construed as a sign of political health and a staunch 
adherence to a social contract between government and citizens.  

Finally, social movements have been a part of the institutional life of 
Southeast Asian countries. In Myanmar, civil society organizations 
including media no longer face severe restrictions as in the past. In 
Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand, social movements have been 
an integral part of the fabric of social life. Where protest groups have 
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taken to the streets, these have been, by and large, relatively peaceful 
despite the occasional violence and destruction to public property. 

However flawed these processes are, most Southeast Asian nations are 
poised to consolidate their economic and political gains in the years to 
come. Governments and citizens need not worry about a contagion 
effect, nor should street politics be misconstrued as an Arab Spring 
copy-cat. If at all, governments should view social movements and 
civil society as an indication that a social contract between them and 
their subjects are subject to enforcement by a vigilant citizenry. 
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