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I. Introduction 

Populism is a still debatable political approach in terms of many aspects as well as the dictionary 

definition. It is considered to be a political strategy by some and political ideology by others. In the general 

sense, populism drives “the mobilization of a mass movement”. Populist leaders differ from the leaders of 

bureaucratic and clientelistic parties by establishing a form of charismatic leadership to appeal to people. 

Charisma, in this context, might appear like the character of the leader, yet, to Max Weber, charisma is only 

established as long as the ruled attributes its belief and trust to the ruler. Thus, if the key of populism is to 

establish a charismatic leader, then, the key is actually the people of that society rather than the leader. 

Supporters of populist parties are loyal to the leader rather than the party. Consequently, populist leaders 

have extensive authority over the party and face almost no restrictions as the competent authority of 

strategic decisions. However, in bureaucratic parties, there are defined procedures governing the 

distribution of authority within the party. It should be noted that populism is the mobilization of a mass to a 

political end. Mass rallies and mass media are the most common and effective ways that populist leaders 

use to affect people. Social media is another factor that has come forward in recent years and its effect is 

ever-growing.  

Southeast Asia began its transition to democracy in the 1980s. Right from the beginning, populist 

leaders emerged to appeal to ordinary people of Southeast Asian countries who had been suffering from 

the cycle of elite groups retaining political and economic power. The term ordinary people is used to 

describe those who don’t belong to elites or have extensive privileges, the working class would be an 

example of the ordinary people. Elites with the economic and political power at hand had the capacity to 

maintain this power. This gradually led to class, economic, and religious divides between the elite and 

ordinary people in urban populations. Hence, the people of Southeast Asia constituted an ideal population 

for charismatic populist leaders to influence. In the political space where bureaucratic parties couldn’t 

survive, populist leaders have gained extensive power. In some circumstances, elites also sought coalitions 

for their political end and appeal to people by populism to pave their way through their office. As a result, 

the urban proletariat was further marginalized.  
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II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

Thailand 

After the Asian economic crisis in 1997, Thailand received emergency rescue loans from the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). Since then, Thailand adopted neoliberalism; however, in the elections of 

2001, a populist party overthrew the neoliberalist party led by Chuan Leekpai. This was a surprising 

occasion for Thailand since neoliberalism had been the savior of the country after the economic crisis. 

Keeping in mind that neoliberalism and populism may continue their existence together in a country, Thaksin 

Shinawatra, leader of the populist party Thai Rak Thai (TRT), advocated different economic programs than 

Chuan did. Chuan promoted foreign investments and exports and planned a smaller government with 

greater liberalizations. Thaksin, on the other hand, while letting foreign investments, wanted to emphasize 

domestic demand rather than export. His words exemplify the approach and address of a populist leader: 

“Past governments worked inside-out. This must change to become outside-in where society’s needs are 

implemented and addressed by the state.” (Choi, 2005). The previous government prioritized the financial 

sector over the agricultural economy while populism’s policy focused on strengthening the agricultural 

economy first. The populist party of Thaksin also prioritized supporting small and medium enterprises so 

that a failure would affect the economy less. Thaksin had three key policies: a debt moratorium for farmers, 

village investment funds, and a centralized national asset management company. Overall, Thaksin wanted 

to create a more inward-oriented economy.  

Poverty led to the electoral victory of populism in Thailand. In 1996, 6.8 million Thais were living 

under the national poverty line. After the economic crisis, 3.1 million people were added to this number.  
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TRT’s lead over the Democrat Party of Chuan was mostly correlated to poverty incidence according 

to regions. In light of the other populism cases and the hypothesis about poverty and populism relationship, 

inferring that there is causation between poverty and populism wouldn’t be inaccurate.  

In 2004, while Thaksin was in office, nearly 2000 attacks took almost 1000 victims’ lives in Southern 

Thailand. The bloodshed was due to the dispute between Muslims and Buddhists that had been going on 

for a long time. However, ongoing conflict is not solely about religion. Ethnicities Malay and Thai have been 

considered to be antagonists for a long period of time too. These conflicts have existed for a long time, and 

the fact that two different ethnicities and religions reside in Thailand was not the major problem. The 

problem mainly emerged from deepening the cleavage between them by attributing ethnic and religious 

identities to attacks and repeatedly portraying them as such in the media. In a way, existing divides widened 

by depicting the ethnic and religious backgrounds as representations of insurgencies. This led to a vicious 

cycle whereby the people portrayed as aggressors have become aggressive because of their unjust 

portrayal in the media. Otherwise, reconciling religions and ethnicities became divided, but it will be useful to 

keep in mind that this problem is not newly emerging. As stated before, they have been antagonistic far 

before Thaksin came to office.  

In 2006, Thaksin was accused of corruption. He went to self-exile and he will face a two-year jail 

sentence if he returns to Thailand. However, even in exile, he is very active and dominant in Thailand politics. 

He controls the main opposition Pheu Thai party. The “red shirt” protesters, Thaksin’s followers, still 

organize rallies regularly. 

Indonesia  

Indonesia didn’t have the extreme right or left populism. Leftist populism in Indonesia was 

interrupted by the New Order in 1965. The New Order mainly aimed to restore the economy while 

suppressing Communism. During the era, the army had a substantial political role. General Suharto became 

the president of Indonesia in 1967. However, with the Asian economic crisis in 1997, Suharto was toppled 

after a series of protests and rioting. 

Three kinds of populists developed in Indonesia until this date: Jokowi, Prabowo, and Islamic 

Defenders Front (FPI). In this particular context, populist movements in Indonesia carry more strategic 

characters rather than ideological. Although they share common characteristics, they differ in terms of the 

targeted groups of people. Jokowi populism addresses administratively oppressed people. Thus, the main 

argument of Jokowi’s political end is bureaucratic reform. He calls his way policy to be a “technocratic 

populism”. He also doesn’t explicitly attack elite groups. Jokowi appeals to people with educational and free 

healthcare offers.  
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Prabowo’s populism target is people belonging to oppressed groups such as farmers and fishers. 

Prabowo had a more severe approach to elites notwithstanding the fact that he wasn’t as successful at 

reaching people as Jokowi.  

Religion in Indonesia became a unifying power for Muslims in recent years. The FPI movements 

were aimed at uniting the ummah against infidels. Although, the FPI did not succeed in becoming a strong 

and influential party.  

All three of these populist movements share the potential of halting freedom and democracy by 

means of authoritarianism. They use ethnic and religious identities as the materials of their propaganda 

which damages the democracy in Indonesia and threatens the multicultural structure of Indonesian society. 

The fact that religion is used as one of the primary unifying factors in Indonesia means that any members of 

society who are not also members of that religion get a disadvantage in terms of their representation in 

matters of governance; and they are also, implicitly or otherwise, made a secondary priority with respect to 

the people of the major ethnic and religious identity. This makes it harder to bring the country together and 

doesn’t help to bridge the divide between the people of Indonesia. 

The Philippines 

The President of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, has been in conflict with the European Union and 

the United States since his first year in office. Although he is mentioned infamously overseas, he did get 

80% of voters in his country. The early populism of movie star Joseph Estrada paved the way for the 

populism of Duterte today in the Philippines. Estrada was involved in politics and was even elected as 

President in 1998. One way Estrada reached out to the poor part of the population was by exposing the 

lasting social hierarchies in the society. This made him more sympathetic in the eyes of people compared to 

elitist politicians. However, he was despised by elites and the middle class. In less than three years, he was 

impeached. Even after being left out of the House of Representatives, Estrada continued to be an influential 

figure in the country's politics. In 2016, he asked his supporters to support Duterte’s anti-drug campaign.  

Duterte is well known for his political style in his confrontational speeches that cross the boundaries 

for presidential performance. According to a piece published by CBS News in 2019, one example of 

Duterte’s “outrageous” announcements states: “Just because you’re a journalist you are not exempted from 

assassination.” Vulgar expressions in his speeches like that were vilified in Western media, but didn’t 

backlash in the Philippines; many people, whether they are educated or from the lower class, supported 

Duterte.  

In terms of religion, the Philippines consists of Christians as the majority and Muslims as the minority 

which forms about 20% of the whole population. There have been many conflicts concerning the Muslims in 
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the country in their political autonomy-seeking movement. Starting from the 1950s, the Moro National 

Liberation Front (MNLF), and Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) movements tried to unite Muslims in the 

country and secede from the Philippines. A radical group from MNLF called Abu Sayyaf, which is also 

Al-Qaeda-affiliated, even conducted bombings and kidnappings. The Muslim Independence Movement 

(MIM) was founded in 1968. It called for secession in regions Mindanao, Sulu, and Palawan, and also jihad 

to defend Bangsamoro, the homeland. Today, these conflicts still prevail and widen the Muslim divides in 

various regions of the Philippines.  

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

1. Why did populism work in South East Asia? 

One of the reasons populism worked in Southeast Asia was that people had a distrust for the 

political parties. Especially in Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia, people identified with none of the 

parties in the surveys in the 2010s. 

 

Figure 2: Trust in Parties in Southeast Asia  1

Bureaucratic parties have failed to take root and spread in Southeast Asia. Although the People’s 

Action Party in Singapore and the United Malays National Organization in Malaysia have been successful to 

some extent, other parties couldn’t find support or even emerge in the political space. In Indonesia, even the 

party of the ruling regime never had strong relations with society, and other parties were strictly prohibited. 

In Timor Leste, the Frente Revolucionaria de Timor-Leste Independente was associated with independence 

and success and seemed to have gained power for a short period of time. However, the party lost its power 

1 Kenny, Paul D. “Populism in Southeast Asia.” 2018, DOI:10.1017/9781108563772. 
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after the government chose alternatives over the party. In the 2001 elections, Fretilin had earned 57.4% of 

the total vote. Yet in 2007, the party only received 29% of the votes, which was not enough for them to 

establish a government on their own. The party simply did not cater to enough of a percentage of the 

population to maintain its short-lived status of power, and thus gave way to stronger, less democratic 

institutions. In pre-crisis Thailand, political parties weren’t strong and stable institutions. In pre-crisis 

Thailand, political parties weren’t strong and stable institutions. Clientelism was more prevalent than 

bureaucratic parties. After the crisis, the neoliberalist party had some power in the country until 2001 when 

the populist party of Thaksin won the election.  

Political and economical development in Southeast Asia took a course that led to the enrichment 

and empowerment of the elite. Elites were seeking political power, and the economy that was dependent on 

natural resources was already under their control. This made it easier for elites to take control of politics too, 

and soon they extended their power to law enforcement. Thus, the economic circumstances of Southeast 

Asian countries during the transition to democracy didn’t leave political space for bureaucratic parties to 

emerge and spread successfully. Instead, with the empowerment of the elite, patronage and clientelism 

took root. The aftermath of this process aggrieved minorities, underprivileged populations, ordinary people, 

and oppressed groups. Populist leaders, if not elitists, used this opportunity to appeal to these people and 

mobilize them in mass movements to achieve their political ends.  

2. Why is populism a threat to democracy?  

In principle, a system of governance where the leader is revered more than they are criticized is 

almost always a dangerous system- since the leader’s, or their party's actions are more tolerated by the 

general public for the simple fact that they “trust” or “believe” in them. This is problematic in scenarios where 

the global political scene is changing, but a specific country is stern to adapt to that change- the result is a 

country which slowly starts to fall back until it reaches a state where recovery is practically impossible. 

Another reason why populism is a threat to democracy is that the power the leader possesses 

hinders the freedom of speech of the citizens. This stems, once again, from the fact that there is more blind 

trust in the leader than there is criticism directed towards them. Therefore, anyone speaking against the 

leader automatically puts themselves at risk of being targeted by the government, and for extreme cases, 

being targeted and cast out by the people. 

Essentially, in many cases, once a leader reaches a certain reputation in a populistic government, it 

is extremely hard to reverse their status and power, which basically means that going back to a democratic 

government becomes nearly an impossible task for the foreseeable future- which may last from 5 to 30 

years, or even more. 
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Thaksin in Thailand and Duterte in the Philippines are two populist leaders who have immensely 

restricted the institutions that are essential to maintaining a democratic environment. They eroded press 

freedom and the rule of law in their countries. On the other hand, such eradications are not observed with 

Jokowi’s populism in Indonesia and Xanana Gusmao’s populism in Timor Leste. They are considered to be 

partial-populists because they are ruling with coalitions whose policies are moderate compared to Thaksin’s 

and Duterte’s.  

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Populism: A political strategy and/or ideology that intends to get the support of ordinary people by offering 

them what they feel like they have been deprived of by elite groups. 

Neoliberalism: Policy of supporting free markets with little government control and low taxes.  

Clientelism: Exchange of goods between economically and socially unequal people that depends on moral 

obligation.  

Patronage: The power of a person to give someone an important job or position. 

Mass movement: A very large group of people who share a set of beliefs and want to change something.  

Elite: The richest, most powerful, best-educated, or best-trained group in a society.  2

V. Important Events & Chronology 

2 “Cambridge Dictionary: English Dictionary, Translations & Thesaurus.” Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, 
Translations & Thesaurus, dictionary.cambridge.org/.  
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Date  Event 

1966 
Sukarno handed over emergency powers to General 

Suharto. 

1996   Peace agreement was reached with MNLF.  

1997  General Suharto became the president of Indonesia. 

1997   Asian economic crisis. 

1998  
Former film star Joseph Estrada was elected president of 

the Philippines. 

January 2001  
Thaksin Shinawatra won the election and formed a coalition 

government in Thailand. 



 
 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- Agreement for Peace Talks- February 28, 2013 

The Thai government and rebel Muslim group called Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN) signed an 

agreement on February 28, 2013. The Thai government has reached out to insurgent groups before but this 

was the first time a formal agreement was signed and the insurgent groups were officially recognized.  

- Tripoli Agreement December 23, 1976 

The Philippines government signed the Tripoli Agreement with MNLF on December 23, 1976. 

Bangsamoro people were granted political autonomy within the realm of national sovereignty and territorial 

integrity of the Philippines. Diplomatic pressures exerted by the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) 

played a role in convincing the government to negotiate. However, the treaty was not fully implemented, so 

MNLF continued demanding the proper implementation of the treaty.  
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April 2001  
Estrada is charged with plundering more than $80m from 

state funds while in office. 

October 2002   Jihadist bomb attack in Indonesia. 

September-October 2006 
Military leaders staged a coup in Thailand while Thaksin was 

at the UN General Assembly.  

January 2007  
Death of Khaddafy Janjalani, leader of Abu Sayyaf group, 

was confirmed. 

August 2008  
Thaksin fled to Britain after failing to appear in court to face 

corruption charges.  

July 2011  
Yingluck Shinawatra, Thaksin’s sister, became prime 

minister.  

May 2014   The Constitutional court ordered Shinawatra out of office. 

June 2016   Duterte was elected president in the Philippines. 

August 2016  
Voters approved a new constitution, the military took over 

the political life in Thailand. 

December 2016   Crown prince was proclaimed king in Thailand. 

April 2017  
King signed a new military-drafted constitution that paved 

the way for return to democracy. 

March 2019   The Prime minister was elected again in Thailand. 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/338175/general-consensus-on-peace-dialogue-process
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/resources/collections/peace_agreements/tripoli_12231976.pdf


 
 

- Tripoli Agreement 2001 

The Philippines government signed the Tripoli Agreement of 2001, in accordance with the Tripoli 

Agreement of 1976 with the MILF group. This treaty defined the guidelines on the security aspect.  

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

Though negotiations between Malay and Thai separatists in Thailand have been going on for more 

than a decade, the fighting between the groups has yet to cease. This should not be considered as a sign 

that negotiations are a lost cause. On multiple occasions, miscommunication between the parties has 

caused situations to escalate in a way that could have been avoided simply if a better dialogue was formed. 

For example, the conflict that has dated back to 2004 is partly due to some fundamental flaws in Thaksin’s 

government’s approach to this very issue: While there was dialogue that had been established between the 

parties, the perceived incompetence in addressing the complaints of the insurgent groups by the 

government only led to more violence and disorder. 

The Philippines government had many peace talks with the MNLF and MILF groups. Although a final 

peace agreement was reached between the government and the MNLF group in 1996, the MILF group 

continues their liberation efforts by fighting for Muslims, causing ripples throughout the country. The violence 

caused by the group mainly warrants further escalation of tension and widens the divide between religious 

groups within the country. 

VIII. Possible Solutions 

It is often the case in regimes where the leader has extensive authority that divisions between 

different ethnic or religious populations widen, especially if and because said leaders are apt to favor the 

ethnic population that they belong in. In countries where this is observably the case, attempts must be 

made to diversify the political scene, such as to provide equal representation to different ethnicities and 

religious groups. This diversification can be brought along if the leadership becomes more democratic. Yet, 

bringing such a change requires educating the population. If the general public becomes more conscious of 

their political choices, the newly instated leaders will begin to reflect this sense of democratic consciousness 

as well. 

One paradoxical aspect of populism is that by discriminating against specific racial groups in the 

country, a political party gains more power- an attribute this type of government shares with the likes of 

fascism. It is too often the case that when a party targets a minority, whose numbers are much too small, 
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and their political power much too little to do anything against the situation they’re put in, their followers 

tend to increase in numbers. This is because of the fact that negative emotions such as hate or dislike unite 

people much more efficiently than positive emotions would: it is psychologically much easier to see the bad 

aspect in any given situation than the good. Instead of finding a solution to a country’s problems, the party 

would simply find a helpless minority to blame the problems on, then swear to reverse the situation; and 

they would instantly be revered. This leaves the minorities in a state where their socioeconomic mobility is 

permanently crippled: after such an act is declared upon them, they can hardly move up to a higher 

socioeconomic class. 

The division of powers between political entities is also a crucial aspect of healing the divides 

between various peoples. Whenever a single person accumulates too much political power- in any form of 

government, be it fascism or populism- unequal representation tends to follow. Therefore, the populist 

leaders brought to power must answer to the needs of the entire population- not just the majority but the 

minorities also. Similarly, governments must work to become more representative of each section of the 

population. 

IX. Useful Links 

- You can find the speeches of the President of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, in this official website 

of the government: https://pcoo.gov.ph/presidential-speech/  

- A case study about the religious divides and movements in Mindanao. This document also 

discusses international, economical factors involved in the issue. The Philippines: Religious Conflict 

Resolution on Mindanao: 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/berkley-center/130801BCPhilippinesReligiousConflictResolutionMindan

ao.pdf 
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