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What to do?
The challenge for liberal, progressive politicians:

- Articulate a clear comprehensive causal chain arguing and showing that liberal democracy 
is compatible with order, security, and good governance. 

- A causal chain is a sequence of  logic connecting ideas and concepts.

- This is difficult to do today, because of  the USA and UK.

Liberal Democracy ?

Public Order + 
Public Safety + 

Economic Security + 
Good Governance



Takeaways
1. Democratic backsliding is on the rise in Asia and elsewhere…

2. Characterized by episodes of  executive aggrandizement…

3. Justified by rhetorical claims of  disorder, which is fueled by perceived political 
instability and ineffective governance, which hence demands the need to vote for 
authoritarian characters to restore order and prosperity.

4. When confronted with tradeoffs between public order and authoritarianism versus 
disorder and democracy, recent research shows that voters choose the former…

5. The challenge then is to articulate and communicate a clear causal chain showing 
that democracy is compatible with order, security, and good governance. 



END



First Book
• Why, how, and when do opposition alliances 

form against dominant autocratic incumbents?

- Objective is clear: Defeat the dominant 
incumbent.

- Strategies and tactics are clear and limited:

• Bargaining over candidate selection/allocation, 

• policy compromises in joint manifestoes, 

• general campaign messaging, and 

• executive power-sharing arrangements.



Not so clear

What happens after opposition victory?

Objective of  the government as a group

• Transitional justice? Revenge? Power holding? Societal change? Or?

Objectives of  political parties in alliances may vary

• Some want small changes, some want big changes.

Tactics / Strategies of  political parties in alliances may vary

• Mahathir in 2018-2020

• DAP in 2018-2020



Two Cases of  Victorious Opposition Alliances
Private Pre-Electoral Bargains

Philippines in 1986

Private Bargain

- President and VP candidates contest under same 

party label

- VP to be made PM, 2 year ceremonial P, 30% of  

cabinet by VP, 70% via close consultation



Two Cases of  Victorious Opposition Alliances
Public Pre-Electoral Bargains

Malaysia in 2018

Public Bargains

- Clearly coordinated candidate placement in 

electoral district

- Joint manifesto, 10 policies in 100 days

- PM and DPM candidates, and Anwar

Private Pre-Electoral Bargains

Philippines in 1986

Private Bargain

- President and VP candidates contest under same 

party label

- VP to be made PM, 2 year ceremonial P, 30% of  

cabinet by VP, 70% via close consultation



Public variation and disagreement

1. Just like elites and political parties, mass supporters may disagree about what 
the objectives and strategies/tactics of  new coalition government.

- And the more public and clear what pre-electoral promises are, the more 
ideologically committed supporters handcuff  their victorious elites to account.

2. Opposition endogenous weakness

- The ideologically committed supporters of  the opposition are the Archilles heel 
of  the opposition because they lack patience and compromise (Hirschman).

3. Patience and compromise are commodities in short supply

- Research on European coalition governments tell us that voters punish 
compromise. What more new democracies like Malaysia?



Pretext for Authoritarian Comeback

Result in:

- “The decline in public sentiment played a big part in contributing to the ultimate fall of  the 
government. They played a key role in pushing segments of  the Malay population and leaders to 
be chauvinist and nationalist. They lent a lot of  legs towards the Sheraton Move.”

- “We painted ourselves into a corner. The UMNO+PAS opposition then use the narrative to 
countermobilize.”



Patience and Compromise

1. Once bitten, twice shy

- 2022 Unity government is trying to ask for more patience from ideologically 
committed supporters for political reforms. But unclear if  the message is getting 
through.

2. Are PH/Unity government supporters ready for ideological compromise?

- Are liberal progressive voters willing to meet conservative voters half-way?

- What might they be willing to give up in order to get what they want?

3.  New democracies like Malaysia

- Is it possible for new democracies like Malaysia to grow a culture of  political 
compromise rather than partisan revenge?



Variation in Political Stability and Authoritarian Comebacks

• In Malaysia, PH opposition alliance won 
against BN dominant incumbent in 2018.

- Collapsed after 22 months via intra-alliance 
defection. BN returned to executive power. 

- Unable to implement most of  its proposed 
policies in its election manifesto.

- Unable to implement any pro-democratizing 
reforms to entrench democracy. 



Variation in Political Stability and Authoritarian Comebacks

• In Philippines, Corazon Aquino and Salvador 
Laurel opposition alliance won against 
Ferdinand Marcos in 1986.

- Aquino lasted for whole term until 1992. 
Government mostly stable despite resignations 
and coup attempts.

- Stalled economic bleeding, limited land reform 
and peace talks with insurgent groups.

- Philippine passed new constitution in 1987 that 
has never been changed since. 



Two Cases of  Victorious Opposition Alliances
Malaysia in 2018 Philippines in 1986

Particularly puzzling:
• PH had 10 years of  subnational governance experience, Aquino was housewife.

• Malaysian state is strong, military weak. Philippines state is weak, military strong.
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Argument

After victory, political stability and authoritarian comeback is dependent on 
the nature of  pre-electoral alliance bargains and promises

When pre-electoral alliance bargains and promises are “open”
• The expectant public are conditioned on particular set of  power-sharing and policy outcomes. 

• Deviation from or reneging from pre-electoral compromises leads to public disillusionment.

• Collapse in public support creates legitimacy for multiple pathways for authoritarian comeback.

When alliance bargains are “closed” or when opposition party campaigns on vague 
promises of  democratic change

• The expectant public is not conditioned on specific outcomes.

• Deviation or reneging brings no consequences. Public may be disappointed but not disillusioned.

• Ex-authoritarian incumbent is marginalized. Democracy is preserved or dismantled via desperate coup.



Two Cases of  Victorious Opposition Alliances
Open Pre-Electoral Bargains

Malaysia in 2018

Open Bargains

- Clearly coordinated candidate placement in 

electoral district

- Joint manifesto, 10 policies in 100 days

- PM and DPM candidates, and Anwar



In Malaysia, Deviation and Reneging
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Rush to purge

- “A senior ministry bureaucrat gave us a list of  BN friendly heads of  government 
agencies. We fired all of  them in one fell swoop.”

- “We had checks that had to be signed by the head of  government agency, but 
there was no one to sign them.”

Overwhelmed and lack of  prioritization

- “My initial days at my ministry was like drinking from a fire hose.”

- “My minister was running around like a headline chicken”

- “The government trying to do reforms on everything everywhere all at once 
trying to be the jack of  all trades and master of  none.”
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The Tragedy of  Governance Ineffectiveness (2)

Lack of  communication within ministry, across ministries, and with 
backbenchers

- “Ministers were working in silos… there was a complete breakdown in 
government communications…”

Ideological conflict between DAP and Bersatu

- Bersatu was trying to increase their support from the Malays but the 
“effectiveness” of  DAP lead to perceptions of  Chinese leadership.

- Mahathir distracted by need to shore up his own party’s position. Bersatu won 
9.9% of  seats, controlled 22.2% of  ministries.



Pretext for Authoritarian Comeback

Resulted in:

- “The decline in public sentiment played a big part in contributing to the ultimate fall of  the 
government. They played a key role in pushing segments of  the Malay population and leaders to 
be chauvinist and nationalist. They lent a lot of  legs towards the Sheraton Move.”

- “We painted ourselves into a corner. The UMNO+PAS opposition then use the narrative to 
countermobilize.”



Two Cases of  Victorious Opposition Alliances
Closed Pre-Electoral Bargains

Philippines in 1986

Closed Bargain

- President and VP candidates contest under same 

party label

- VP to be made PM, 2 year ceremonial P, 30% of  

cabinet by VP, 70% via close consultation



In Philippines, Reneging



In Philippines, Medium Effectiveness



In Philippines, Potential Authoritarian Comeback?



In Philippines, Nope!



Takeaways

1. Pre-electoral agreements have consequences for post-election governance

- The more open and clear what the bargains and promises are, the more partisan 
supporters handcuff  their victorious elites to account. 

2. Opposition endogenous weakness

- The partisan supporters of  the opposition are the Archilles heel of  the 
opposition because they lack patience and compromise (Hirschman).



Any suggestions?

How should we think about other opposition victory cases in Asia?

• South Korea Kim Dae Jung 1997/1998

• Democratic Party of  Japan 2009

• Taiwan Chen Shui Bian 2000

• Myanmar Aung San Suu Kyi in 2015

Who to Interview?

1. In Philippines?

2. Elsewhere?



Heightened Expectations and Collapse



Curious Similarities to Another Case in East Asia



“The Public”

Supporters of  the opposition play two roles:

1. They are the audience of  “open” bargains and promises

2. They are the enforcers of  “open” bargains and promises

Supporters of  the opposition are:

1. Partisan core supporters.

2. Swing voters taking a calculated risk.

After victory: 

• Neither partisan core supporters nor swing voters will be fully satisfied because 
of  impatience and inability to compromise
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Curious Similarities to Another Case in East Asia

Collapse in Public Support

• Inability to implement its manifesto pledges

Why?

1. Sidetracked by scandals and other matters

2. Governance inexperience

3. Inability to resolve intra-party conflicts

4. Open to attacks by “new” opposition LDP



Future Book Project / Research

Another Theory Testing Case of  “Closed” or “Vague” Opposition Victory?

• South Korea Kim Dae Jung 1997/1998?

• Taiwan Chen Shui Bian 2000?

The Role of  “The Public”

1. Which parts of  “the public” impatient and cannot accept compromise? Why?

2. Is it a problem for democracy if  “the public” is impatient and cannot 
compromise?

Election Manifestoes

1. Election manifestoes hold politicians to account, but what if  they cause people 
to lose interest or faith in politics and democracy and lower turnout over time?



Takeaways

1. Pre-electoral agreements have consequences for post-election governance

- The more open and clear what the bargains and promises are, the more partisan 
supporters handcuff  their victorious elites to account. 

2. But the irony is that open and clear pre-electoral bargains and promises are 
precisely what are needed to win in the first place

- For supporters to know what they are voting for, and for the public to act as 
enforcers and resolve the credible commitment problem.

3. Opposition endogenous weakness

- The partisan supporters of  the opposition are the Archilles heel of  the 
opposition because they lack patience and compromise (Hirschman).



Motivation
• Personal - In Singapore, the PAP has 

been the dominant party since 1965 for 
almost six decades.

- Although its continued popularity 
seems assured, its vote share has been 
declining over time. 
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Motivation
• Personal - In Singapore, the PAP has 

been the dominant party since 1965 for 
almost six decades.

- Although its continued popularity 
seems assured, its vote share has been 
declining over time. 

• Academic – Scholars have been 
obsessed with studying democratic 
backsliding.

- What might opposition parties do if  
they win against populist autocrats seems 
to be open to debate.
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