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HAS FREEDOM A EUTURE IN ASIA?
A Study Outline
.by

Soed j atrooko

The intended study will consist of three connected parts, each of which
however would be able to stand on its own. The first will be a personal
history, a parEly autobiographical account of the fnaonesian revoluEion for
independence, based on my personal participaEion ia the revolution and its
aftermath, as well as on my observations as an eye witness to some of the
historical events during that period. This part of the study would help bring
out the perspectives that I bring to the two other parts of the study, as well
as my personal biases, as they have been shaped by my personal experiences and
reflections.

The second will primarily be a comparative study of some countries in
Asia and the historical, political, economic and socio-cu1tura1 conditions
that have sEimulated or restricted individual freedoro in these countries. It
will also speculate - in light of their past experiences - how sone of these
countries will be affecEed by present demographic, economic and technologieal
trends, and how the various responses to these trends may in turn affect the
place of freedom in these socj-eties.

The third study will deal with problerns of international governance in a
culturally pluralistic but interdependent world. Looking beyond present
international i-nstituti.onal arrangements, it r+il1 f ocus on the dif f erent
politlcal cultures and thej"r world views. It will try to show how profoundly
different are the notions about the purposes of society and meaning of human
existence that underlie some of the, major poliEical conflicts in our
contemporary wor1d, and how essential a much deeper 1eve1 of intercultural
understandi-ng 1s required, before the search for a core of shared ethical
values on which a more universally acceptable international system could be
based would offer any hope for a positive outcoue. Such an outcome malz well
be a precondition for the preservation and expansion of individual freedom in
our increasingly crowded, interdependent and rapidly changing.world.

An introductory chapter would provide the justification for the umbrella
title for the three parts. It would do so by stati-ng the reasons why it has
become necessary to pose anew the fundamental questions about human life and
soclety, about freedom and progress in the worldrs contemporary setting. It
was these questions which fuelled the aspi-rations behind the postwar struggle
for politlcal and economic liberation in Asia, and which now need to be posed
anew forty years later. What follows is a more elaborate presentation of each
of the three parts.
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I. From independence to freedom?

The purpose of Ehe first part of this study i.s to trace the history of
the cormitment to democracy and freedom as a uinor current in the nationallst
movement for independence in Indonesia. Ic will try to identify the factors
that 1ed to its brief ascendancy and subsequent decline during the Indonesian
revolution, as well as those that might accounE for its sustalned resilience
in the long period after the end of democratic government. It will deal with
the circumstances that made it possible for Indonesia to emerge from its
revolution with a pluralisti.c political system. It will try to draw the
appropriate lessons from the experience of the first general electj.ons
especially, as well as from the subsequent ones. It will deal with the
persistent constitutional problens, the entry of the army into politics, the
periods of t'guided democracytt and the t'New Ordertt government, and their
economic and i-nternational dimensions.

AE the same tine it will be necessary to bring out the interplay of the
internal dynarnics of the revolution and the post-revolutionary period with the
shifting inEernational environment. Such an analysis might bring out how uuch
political space is at arry given time available for loca1 solutions that have
international implications. Among others it would be useful to look at the
impact of Cominforro policies on revolutionary unity; at Ho Chi Minhrs lecter
to the Indonesian Vj-ce-President suggesting co-ordination of the two
revolutions (was there an "Asian" revolution?); and 'at the impact of the
"fa11" of China on US policy towards the nationali-st movements in Asia and on
Indonesia specifically. The role of the UN in the attainment of Indo:resian
indepencience as well as the effectiveness of a strategy of negotiatj.on while
fighting should be considered a1so. Subsequent foreign interventj-ons provide
important lessons about political linits that have to be observed in the
preservati-orr of the space for self deterroination.

Apart from adding a few accounts to earlier hisEori-cal sEudies of less
knorn but sometimes crucial events and redressing Eo some extent some of the
current hisrorical falsifications, thi-s study would illurninate some of the
dileruaas in the struggle for democracy which would be of relevanee to the
broader, comparative second study, dealing more systematically with problerns
of governance in t.he new states, like the conflicting requirements for
security, developurent and freedon;, between traditional political cultures and
modern policical institutions; and between religion(s) and democracy.
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II. Is there a future for deuocracy in Asia?

The second part '.2i11 deal rsith the impact of aceelerated change on
political syscems of some of the poor and populous developi,ng countries
Asi-a, and consider the possible directlons of political development.

the
in

The dirnensions of accelerated change include the demographic, comprising
population growth, changing age structures and population roovements such as
rural-to-urban mi.gration, transmigration, immigaallon and emigration. The
resource dimension continues to command attention as deterioration resulting
from the pressure of human numbers, maldistribution of resources and
unsuitable techniques of producti-on threatens to reach various points of no
return. The growing incidence of unenployuent, underemployment and consequent
underconsumption coi-ncides with the continuous importation of labour-saving
technologies. Aggravated lncome disparities among classes, ethnic groups or
regions seems to be a persistent aecompaniment to developmenE. The iripaet of
communications technologies links all the sections of national populations,
whether in conflicr or co-existence, Itrore closely than ever before.

The functj-onal integration of the global economy has reduced the scope
for autonomous declsion-maki-ng aE the national 1evel to the point where the
content of natlonal independence must be seriously questioned. A similar
Process has been in train, though more unevenly, in the political sphere. The
homogenization of cultures is perhaps the most disturbirrg trend of all.

That the natj-on-states of Asia have been unable satisfactorily to deal
with the negative manifestations of accelerated change is evi-dent in Ehe
persistent and intensifying problems of contemporary Asian societies. The
frustration and despalr of many of the young, the rise of urban crlminality,
widespread corruption, the growing resort to violence in all sectors of
society (including the government), and above all the inability to arrest the
spread of poverty engender a deep sense of malaise.

A serious erosion of the legitimacy of the state is
consequence of the above trends. The first justification
was national liberation, the achievemenC of independence
case of the uncolonizeC country, the defence of national
second justification was developrnent, the achievement of
that would permit people to rea1ize their potenti.al.

both a cause and a
of the modern state
- orr in the rare
independence. The
a leve1 of living

In many ways, both national liberation and development are nolr seen to
have fai1ed, or at least to have been severely compromised. L{ith economic
policy dictated by the international creditors and economic performance in the
grlp of commodity markets and currency exchanges, with the room for political
maneuver severely constrained by Ehe regional interests of larger powers, with
the people becoming more famj-1iar r,sith the cartoon characters of the West than
t^7ith the figures of the myths and legends of their own cultures, the sense of
autonomy that natj-onal independence was assumed to bring has ftrded.



The greaE integrative ideologies that impelled the political movements of
Ehe early part of the twentieth century have lost their power to inspire, and
no new ones have ari.sen to take their place. Yet the ground for political
radicalization, born of the earlj.er-mentioned failures, remai-as extremely
fertile. In combination, the two have meant a rise of protesE movements with
a deep conviction that the present system is unacceptable, but withouE a
positive vision of the future on which they can build a programme capable of
inspiring, convincing and building bri-dges to others.

Many such groups fundamentally reject "modernization," along with the
goals and the means of development, both as processes that have failed to
deliver on the promise of a better life for the many, and as processes
directed toward the achievement of a concept of "the good life" that is at
variance with the moral constructs of Asian traditions and cultures. Yet
traditional norms and ethical values - or at least the traditional expressions
of these norms and values - have lost much of their relevance in the greatly
changed circumstances of life in the late twentieth century.
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Some groups faced with this dilemma have become violent and nihilistic,
conEent to work on the destruction of the current system while leaving aside
the question of what to put in its place. 0thers have delved back into the
primary loyalties of religion, ethniclty, or race in an attempt to rediscover
a meaningful source of socj-a1 coherence and public morality. Others have
plunged j-nto progressive grass-roots activism, generating new social movements
dlsassociated from the official political parties or formal political
structures and quite uninteresEed 1n developing links wlth them. A11 of these
forms of response are manifestatlons of a higher l-eve1 of political
conscj.ousness among the poor and marginali-zed elements of society. They have
given rise to new actors on the national scene who will both complicate an,i
enrich the process of political development. To ignore their urge to be
heard, to j.nfluence and participate in national development would be to
squander a potenlial source of social and politi-ca1 energy and to creaEe
explosive neqr tensions within the polity

The fundamental question confronting Asian socleties is hot+ they can
recover, preserve and enhance their capacities to respond creatively and
authentically to rapid change, without either giving themselves up to or

, closing themselves off from external influences. How can they select what is
useful and compaEible with societyrs goals and reject what is destructive
without relying on a rigid, auLhoritarian bureaucracy that squeezes rather
than enlarges the space for freedom? A public philosophy and civic culture
based upon endogenous moral and ethical traditions is a necessary starting
point for meeting this challenge.

The po11tica1 systems of the innnediate post-co1onial era were modelled on
imported processes and institutions. Perhaps it was for this reason that they
have had a high mortality rate. Some countries have managed to adapt the
imports to their own traditions in a manner that may permi.t an evolution
toward more open systems without inducing culture-shock. But ti'ie pattern



remains that in a number of countries, the democratlc systems of Washington or
Westminster have been grafted onto political eultures that had no basis for
supporting thern, and have not survived for 1ong.

Too often, the reaction to the failure or erosion of imported democratic
institutions is to "write off" democracy and freedom in Asia - and in much of
the rest of Ehe Third i{or1d by the same thinking. This conclusion is, in this
wrj-terrs view, hasty and i1l-founded. The process of evolvi.ng democratic
institutj.ons from a feudal, authori-tarlan past is a lengchy one. In most of
the countties of Asia this historical process was interrupted by the coloniaT
experience. Asian societies are called upon to pick up in mid-stream the
process of working out their own culturally consistent definitions of freedom,
responsibility and rectiEude in civic Iife, and building indigenous notlons of
democratic participation upon these. It is inevitable and desirable that both
the definitions and the forms of participation will be culturally specific.

There are nany within Asian societj-es who are looking for ways to
accelerate this process and to bring as many people and groups into it as
possible. They recognize the importance of establishing in the polity a
coincicience of purpose among individuals, households, communities and the
state. But the efforE to establish such a consensus about the governance of
society is taking place in Ehe vortex of change referred to earlier, and
amidst powerful pressures fron e/ithout and within. It i-s a process that can
only be regarded as fragile, and its chances of proceeding along a smooEh
course are s1im. The means and the tendency to lapse into violence abound,
and the mechanisms for conflict resolution at the loca1 and the national
1eve1s are weak. A space for freedom can only be preserved within a sensiti.ve
and dynamic balanee between change, order aad justice. The purpose of the
second volurne of the proposed work is' to examine the impetus behind the
obstacles in front of democracy in Asia.
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III. The governance of the inEernational systeu

The thi-rd volume will exauine the rationale and the prospects for
agreenent among nation-states on changes in the operation of the international
system which would al1ow theru better to respond to the pressures that confront
them. There are a number of tasks that no natj-on can hope to carry out
successfully in isolation. One is the preservation of peaee and securily. A
second is the achj-evement of economic property. A third is the maintenanee of
ecological stability. There are no doubt others. In all of the three areas
mentioned, nations are painfully subject to the actions of olhers, though of
course some are able to insulate themselves to soBe degree. But no natlon,
even the superpowers, are truly independent in these spheres. A1l rely to a
considerable degree on the restraint of other states, and suffer the
consequences when it is absent. The spillover of anned conflict, economic
recession or environuental pollutlon across border, or even throughout the
international system, is a fact of interdependence.

Many of the actors in the transnational processes referred to above are
non-sEate actors. They are private corporatj.ons, i-ndividual landowners, 1oca1
governments, commodity brokers, foreign exchange dealers, popular movemenEs,
gueri-l1as, drug traffickers, private investors, religious groups, and so
forth. Their actlvities are very often beyond the control of governments.
There are few instruments and institutions, governmental or non-governmental,
Eo ensure Ehe necessary degree of social accountability on the parE of these
agents. The means to mediate between national and inEernational needs aad
policies are few and weak; so are Ehe means to mediate betweea short-term and
long-term objectives.

I'lany countries, especially in the developing world, face the imperatlve
to change their social and political structures in order to move tosdard
greater freedom and democratization. This is a painful and ri.sky process, but
a prerequisite for stability, security and progress in the long run. One of
the questi-on marks that hangs over this process is the degree of freedom in
the internatj-onal syster.l for such processes to unfold in the national context
without becoming entangled in a web of competing interests, fears and
ambltions of external powers. How can the international system enlarge the
political space for these evolutionary or revolutionary processes to take
place without outside intervention?

No single g1oba1 concept or system i.s going to provide comprehensive
answers to these questions. The reinvigoratj.on and support of regional
organizations, both governmental and non-governmental, can make an irnportant
contribution to autonomous development within regions, by mediating between
the international system and the nation-state.

Both nations and reglons go through cycles of introversion and
extroversion. The dynamics of this cycle may be at odds with the need to keep
1n constant touch wlth the pace of change in the external environment, or wich
the need to monitor closely the lnteraction of interual soclal and cultural
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processes with externally driven political and econonic developments. Again,
regional organizations may have a role to play in noderating the effeets of
this cyc1e, while yet respecting it.

The current way of thinking about j-nternational organization i-s too much
a prisoner of the nation-state. Given the erosion of the statets ability to
control events, from above by the processes of transnationalization and from
below by the proliferation of ne!./ accors independent of the state, the attempt
to regulate events in the international systee by working exclusively with
states is no longer adequate. A dense network of associations crossing
countries and reglons needs further developmeat, comprising academics,
professional associations, popular movements, religious groups, environmental
activists, labour unions, peasant associations, and so forth. Such groups can
be the vehicles for "socj-al learnl-ng," in which diversity of expression is
honoured even as unity of purpose is forged.

The problem of creating channels through which the voices of non-state
actors can be heard at the international 1eve1 has not been satisfactorily
resolved. Some prominenE NGOs, mosE1y based in the Norrh, have achieved a
high level of recogniti-on and even j-nfluence. Again, no single mechanism is
likely to provide a solution. But it is worth giving serious thought to
methods of openj-ng the official institutions of the international system to
the voices of people unmediated by national governments. In the more
systematic interacEion of governments and non-goverruoental actors there can
begin a process of searching for a core of commonly held values around which a
new consensus on the governance of the i-nternational system can be bui1t.

This question of governance can no longer be avoided. The autonomy of
the natj-on-state, which is the foundation of the current international system,
has been eroded to Ehe point where it is in many areas a fiction. A mode of
governance is needed that can protect the integrity of nations without
autonomy, thaE can insist. on a degree of accountability both from states and
from actors beyond the reach of states, and that can provide channels for
sEat-es and peoples to work together on the large and urgent tasks that none
can accoruplish a1one.


