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EXeCUTIVe SUMMARY 
After previous periods of democratic advances in Southeast Asia, a range of developments 
in individual countries—including Myanmar’s troubled transition, rising authoritarianism 
in Thailand, and concerns about Indonesia’s democratic erosion—paired with broader 
trends such as a perceived global democratic rollback and intensifying U.S.-China regional 
competition, have coalesced to create a sense of what might be termed “democratic 
discontent” in the region. Though this may be just one phase within the broader waxing 
and waning of democracy in Southeast Asia, this democratic discontent is of great 
significance not just because of the human costs of rising authoritarianism, but also due 
to the geopolitical implications of democracy’s retreat in Southeast Asia would have for 
strategic trends such as intensifying U.S.-China competition, as well as other intervening 
events including the global coronavirus pandemic. 

This report examines Southeast Asia’s democratic discontent and its strategic implications 
for the region. Drawing on empirical data and informed by conversations with officials and 
practitioners, it argues that Southeast Asia’s democratic discontent is rooted in several key 
strategic drivers and creates both opportunities and challenges that need to be properly 
understood and managed by regional states and external actors, including the United 
States and like-minded partners. 
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Key Findings 

•	 The current phase of democracy in Southeast Asia is best framed as the region’s 
broader experience of being caught between discontent and hope on this score.

•	 Democratic discontent in Southeast Asia is real when understood not just in terms of 
aggregate data, but also the gaps between expectations and realities in the subregion’s 
ongoing experience with political development as well as concerns over democracy’s 
future trajectory.   

•	 Democratic discontent in Southeast Asia is not merely natural or incidental. There are 
key strategic drivers propelling its development, including regime dynamics in individual 
countries, regional normative stagnation, and intensifying global ideological competition. 

•	 An environment of democratic discontent creates significant structural challenges for 
Southeast Asian states and their role in the world, including domestic regime legitimacy, 
foreign policy autonomy, and regional centrality. 

•	 Democratic discontent also creates opportunities for democracy advocates from within 
the region and beyond. In particular, it can lead to scrutiny of governance challenges, 
galvanize efforts to address issues, and provide an opening for outside actors to assist 
in this regard. 

Policy Recommendations 

•	 Individual Southeast Asian countries need to be more attentive to addressing domestic 
legitimacy gaps and insulating themselves from global challenges such as foreign 
interference.

•	 More democratic nations in the region, such as Indonesia, need to work on their own 
and with others to advance democracy and human rights, as well as slow any potential 
backsliding. 

•	 Civil society groups need to continue to advance democracy within the subregion, 
particularly in areas such as fake news and disinformation that require a whole-of-
society approach, as well as in cross-national issues of salience such as corruption and 
land rights.  

•	 Other actors in the Asia-Pacific, including the United States and like-minded allies and 
partners, should intensify efforts to promote capacity-building, as well as assistance for 
more independent journalism and polling on democracy and human rights. 

•	 Established Western democracies should reinforce the benefits of democracy in a 
more contested ideological environment in Southeast Asia, both on their own and with 
established Asian democracies such as Australia, India, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. 
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The 1980s and 1990s heightened 
expectations for democracy in Southeast 
Asia and also gave rise to the significant 
regime variation we see today. A series of 
inroads—most dramatically the downfall of 
Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines in 1986 
and the deposing of Indonesian President 
Suharto in 1998, but also others such as 
Timor-Leste’s eventual independence that 
took shape in 2002—offered promise for the 
future of democracy in the region. But there 
were also limits to this that were evident at 
the time or soon thereafter in the 2000s, be 
it the continued resilience of single-party 
regimes across the region including Brunei, 
Cambodia, and Laos or the subsequent 
democratic challenges in Indonesia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand. Data in the 2000s 
and early 2010s showed an overall picture of 
ebbs and flows every few years—punctuated 
by developments in a few countries such 
as the 2006 coup in Thailand or Myanmar’s 
democratic opening starting in 2011—rather 
than a linear trajectory towards democracy.

The past few years have produced democratic 
discontent in Southeast Asia. A confluence 
of concerns with respect to individual 
regime trajectories—from authoritarian 
resurgence in Cambodia to democratic 
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Asia in the past, as well as the reality that 
certain developments in country-specific and 
region-general trends can slow or reverse 
the current trajectory.6 But, there is enough 
evidence to suggest that the perception of 
democratic discontent in Southeast Asia is 
real and worthy of investigation: in terms of 
its sources, the opportunities and challenges 
it creates, and the policy implications that 
follow. 

Sources of Democratic Discontent

Given that democratic discontent is clearly 
evident both in terms of perception, as well 
as reality, it is important to explore what its 
underlying sources are. While there are no 
doubt a range of factors that can be listed to 
explain this, five principle drivers are at play 
with respect to Southeast Asia and the wider 
regional and global environment: the erosion 
of traditional institutions, the suppression 
of opposition and civil society, the rise of 
intolerance, growing regional normative 
scrutiny, and increasing global ideological 
competition. 

from 2014 to 2019 shows a period of decline 
and stagnation in terms of Southeast Asia’s 
total score relative to the increases recorded 
from 2009 to 2014.5 Less dramatically, the 
Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) ranking of 
Southeast Asian states reveals that after a 
decade of straight increases from 2006 to 
2016, 2016 saw a major score drop that took 
the region back to pre-2013 levels that it still 
has not recovered from despite slight rises 
since then. EIU data also shows that from 
the period of 2015-2019 more specifically, not 
a single Southeast Asian country recorded 
a steady set of increases or remained 
stable—all encountered decreases of some 
kind during this time, and, in the case of 
Thailand, the increase was a consequence 
of a transition from military rule to a mode 
of civil-military hybrid form of governance 
rather than an improvement in a democratic 
form of governance.  

To be sure, one ought to keep this sense of 
democratic discontent in perspective given 
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the transition began.
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The fifth driver is increasing global ideological 
competition. The evolution of Southeast 
Asia’s politics has long interacted with wider 
regional and global developments, be it 
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wider trends at play, including governance 
challenges in the subregion, uncertainties 
regarding the global regime struggle playing 
out, and Southeast Asia’s role within 
intensifying U.S.-China competition. 
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headlines but are nonetheless fundamental 
to help advance freedom and rights, be it 
encouraging participation in the political 
process—no matter how flawed—or 
promoting transparency. And CSOs also 
face their own mounting challenges as well 
that should not go unrecognized, including 
those tied to funding and restrictions on their 
freedom and independence.26 But the reality 
is that in an environment of democratic 
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While some of this involves initiatives that 
individual democratic countries will have to 
take domestically, there are also opportunities 
for collaboration. One basic line of effort is 
reinforcing the link between more democratic 
systems and the interests of the wider 
public in an accessible way, drawing on the 
wealth of academic evidence that is already 
available. Another is ensuring collaboration 
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